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Introduction

 


Oddly enough,
the project that eventually resulted in the creation of the
Dharman Series Novels began with a computer game I created on a
Commodore 64, and later an Amiga 1000 in the late 1980s. At that
time computer games were nothing at all like they are today. Forget
the awesome 3D graphics and surround sound that is generated by
contemporary hardware to batter our senses. In the mid 80s games
were barely able to push 2D pixels around the screen. Anyone who
lived through that time will probably remember the old text based
story games by a company called “Infocom.” These were basically
interactive novels, where a paragraph of text would scroll onto a
two color screen and describe a setting. The user could interact by
typing certain command words like “Look, Get, Take, Inspect, etc.”
In response, the game would produce more paragraphs of text, and
the story might change depending on whether or not you were able to
find all the key clues.

“Wild Zone” began as a text based game
about a Life Form Colony administered by strange robots. I created
several versions of the game, and finally sent one to my good
friend and writing associate Richard Gylgayton. Our long
collaboration on the Dharman Series Novels began when Richard
became the first, and only, person to play the Wild Zone computer
game.

A few years later I began to write a story
based on the creatures and robots, and set it in a distant Earth
Colony outpost on a planet called “Dharma Six.” I remember those
days well, as any writer would, for “Wild Zone” was my first
attempt at a novel, and it was literally written longhand on the
back of old retail inventory stock-count notepads. At that time in
my life I was dutifully serving my “retail sentence” by managing a
typical American shopping mall store. During the long, slow weekday
evenings I would sometimes stand behind the shop counter and write
with pencil on these surplus notebooks. Each night I would take the
draft material home and re-enter it into my Amiga to be printed on
my very first dot-matrix printer—complete with “true descenders” on
the j, g, p and y characters.

The material eventually fleshed out to a
story, though in its first iteration it opened with a rather
ponderous narrative where I was attempting to set the parameters of
my world, the setting of Dharma VI and the method that Humans now
used to colonize and “certify” new worlds for habitation. As
always, it was Richard who endured the duty of “first read” for me,
as he has ever been a sounding board and touchstone for my creative
work.

In 1990 I invited him as "Senior Editor" to
re-structure the opening of the novel, and help me smooth and
polish the story. It was a task he undertook with intelligence,
dedication and real enthusiasm for the story I had created. He took
the long narrative opening material and wove it into a series of
conversations on the bridge of the Achilles between the main
character Ryan and the ship’s Captain Harper. He also exercised
that exclusive power that only a friend can wield so convincingly
in the art of the intelligent “critique” of a writer’s work. With
his objective, yet caring eye and ear for the language, he helped
me to smooth the rough edges of the story and unencumbered the
narrative to the point where the tale began to flow in a convincing
and compelling way. The opening set, I took it from there and the
Dharman series was given wings.

 


When the Internet became a viable
medium I decided to put slices of the first novel on-line at
www.dharma6.com. The Internet
presented me with a unique capability that had been impossible
before the web came along. I suddenly realized that I had the power
to put my writing before a reading public without needing the
permission and approval of a traditional publisher! It was a truly
empowering event for a creative artist, and it promised, I knew, to
upset the long entrenchment of power as wielded by the gate keeping
publishers of the world. But, in spite of its advantages, the net
also has its limitations. How many of us really read full length
novels on-line? When digital publishing evolved from the wonders of
computer science, a fateful blow was struck against the publishing
hegemony. Now a writer could produce a quality trade
paperback or even a
hardback and offer it to the world
by using the wonderful connectivity of the Internet.

Then along came Kindle! In my mind
digital publishing is just as
significant as the development of the Gutenberg press,
which was recently named the greatest invention of the last
millennium. The success of products like the Amazon Kindle and
Apple's iPad have now rocketed the eBook format into a legitimate
and increasingly dominant publishing method, where eBooks now
outsell print books at Amazon by a factor of three to one. Now any
person can have the means of artistic expression and wide
distribution by combining digital publication and the Internet. So
I promised myself that I would finally revisit the Dharman Series
novels and see about rendering them in popular eBook
formats.

Upon reviewing the novels again with my good
friend Richard Gylgayton, we were both struck by the compelling
story and vintage SF “feel” of the tale. We realized, however, that
things had changed quite a bit in the years since “Wild Zone” was
first penned—particularly in the area of computers. My last task
before publishing would therefore be to review the story for areas
in the technology that needed an “upgrade.” The book that started
on a Commodore 64 and Amiga 1000 was soon to be given one last edit
on a fast core i7 Dell Studio XPS9000. (And even this will be
obsolete in a few years time.) That work done, I am pleased to
finally offer this novel to a reading audience in eBook form, and I
hope you enjoy the story.

 


John Schettler


 


 


 


WILD ZONE

 



Book One in the Dharman Series Trilogy

 



Part I

 


The Safe Zone

 


“The Safe Zone stretched
like a great field as far as he could see to the horizon. It was a
quilted square cut into the natural contours of the ground,
perfectly flat and broken only by linear track markings that had
been left by the engineers. The massive imprint of the survey team
lay heavily upon Dharma VI. Ryan imagined it as a great crushing
boot print, blotting out all life where it fell. Off to the west, a
solitary structure rose like a weathered tree in an autumn field.
Sensory antennas and communications dishes extended out from the
central structure, like misshapen branches.”

 



Chapter 1

 


It was only seconds
after the warning light on the instrument panel flashed
yellow that the shuttle began to penetrate the outer atmosphere of
the planet. Lieutenant Ryan increased power to counter the rising
turbulence of the entry, and eyed the threat projection panel on
his console with a twinge of anxiety. The stresses applied to both
man and machine were always most severe during the meteoric
transition from a stable space orbit to a surface landing. The
yellow panel alarm indicated an unusually high probability of a
major system failure and was the last thing Ryan wanted to see
during this landing sequence. He swore to himself and slipped one
hand over to the diagnostic control to activate a general system
check.

The LC 7 shuttlecraft he was piloting
was a reliable machine with a productive flight history. It was a
modest craft, designed for orbital docking maneuvers, short run
courier ferries and other space based operations. With the space
program expanding more rapidly than its budget, the LC-7 had been
pressed into service for planetary reconnaissance operations. An
enterprising engineer had certified it safe for most atmospheric
densities up to 1.75 of Earth normal, but Ryan had taken it in at
over 2.0 with no consequences. He was traveling at 1.5 now, on the
way up to a projected 1.95. The stress on the external hull was
already enough to incinerate solid granite, but his shield was
handling the load effortlessly. The indicator was still in the
green, and the repulsion system was functioning as expected. In
spite of this, he boosted the shield power a notch as the system
status report winked up on his console.

All his main components appeared stable:
airfoil, engine, computers, repulsion shield... there it was, a
second level warning light on the retro braking system. That
meant trouble. The archaic chemical retro was an engineering fix
added onto the LC 7 to assist in a braking maneuver that the
main thruster was never designed to produce. It was the cheapest
solution the engineers could come up with for re-entry braking,
old, proven technology, even if it was a throwback to the early
days of space exploration. If the retro malfunctioned he would run
the risk of burning up in the severe heat of the entry.

Working quickly, he reviewed the possible
causes of a potential failure: structural flaw, system integrity,
firing command—what was the source of the threat? He punched the
communication interface to the orbiting frigate now high above him
and racing away toward the dark side of the planet. He had to get
through to Harper immediately.

“LC One to Mother...LC One to Mother,
do you copy?” The headset crackled and hissed with interference.
Ryan boosted his signal strength to maximum and tried again but was
still unable to penetrate the raucous white noise jamming all
frequencies.

“What the hell’s going on out there?”
he said aloud, his pulse quickening in response to the emergency.
There were two minutes remaining in the retro fire countdown. The
shuttle bucked and heaved from the friction of the atmospheric
entry. Already, he knew, his ship would appear as a thin, streaking
ribbon of fire to anyone observing the sky from the surface of the
planet below. Because of the concentrated solar interference it was
impossible for Harper and the Achilles to receive the telemetry
signals that were being broadcast by the shuttle’s computer. The
flight crew would not know about the yellow light, and would be
unaware of his trouble until it was too late for a rescue attempt.
Ryan was alone, and his time was running out fast. He had to decide
quickly whether to continue the landing sequence and risk a retro
malfunction, or to abort by pulling out of his approach. In either
case, his main engine would be placed under tremendous
strain.

With a long descending whine the
fusion-turbine powering his thrust node began to slow. In sixty
seconds it would fall to zero thrust, its purpose fulfilled in
nudging the shuttle out of high orbit and down into the strong
gravitational grip of the planet below. There would be a one minute
delay after that until the retro brake fired....or failed.

Ryan fingered the engine throttle, and
glanced at the speed indicator. Even though his engine was phasing
out, the shuttle was knifing along at over 33,000 kilometers per
hour. If he pulled back on the stick the tiny craft would bounce
off the rapidly thickening atmosphere and hurtle back out into
space. If the Achilles saw him rebound they could conceivably
accelerate their next orbit and arc around for a re docking
maneuver in about thirty minutes. Otherwise it would be a leisurely
two hours before they swung around the dark side of the planet and
reemerged. The aborted entry attempt could damage the ship’s hull
integrity at this speed. There was no telling whether he could
stabilize the craft in a local orbit. He might just shoot away into
space like a rock from a sling, and with communications down it was
probable that the mother ship would be unable to locate him on
their detection sensors. He would have to maneuver on his own in
the hope of making visual contact. If he failed to locate the
mother ship his power supply would eventually run down and he would
freeze to death, or suffocate if the oxygen was used up first. The
other prospect was a quick, fiery death if his shuttle burned
against the friction of the alien atmosphere. Some choice! How did
the poem go, he thought for one brief instant: “Some say the world will end in fire, and others say
ice...”

His hand was now a clenched fist on the
throttle stick. The shield was approaching red-line stress, though
his cabin remained artificially cooled by the air conditioning
unit. Nonetheless, sweat soaked his face and brow. Just outside his
cabin the hull temperature was reaching 3000 degrees.

Five seconds. He decided. With a sudden jerk
he shifted the stick forward. The main engine shut down. He was
going in. The next sixty seconds were a long agony as the craft
raced through the thickening layers of atmosphere. Pressure was now
at 1.8, already beyond the safe theoretical tolerances of the
LC 7. The ship shuddered with a sudden vibration. Ryan’s eyes
darted from the retro countdown clock, to the system threat
indicator where the yellow light maintained its uncompromising
glow. The clock had counted to twelve seconds when the yellow
warning suddenly wavered, then went out. Three long seconds later
it reappeared a frantic, pulsing red. Retro failure was now a
critical probability.

Ryan reacted with equal fervor, his arms and
hands driven in abrupt jerking motions by the adrenaline of
controlled panic. He activated the main engine and the turbine
whined in protest, cycling into life and feeding power back into
the ship’s propulsion unit. Ryan toggled three overhead switches,
diverting energy into his shield and adding a full charge from his
reserve battery.

Two seconds. The shield red lined and
then fell back into the green with the sudden surge of extra power.
Time was up. The roar of the retro unit firing out its flaming
chemical thrust thundered all around the cabin in a deafening
crescendo, but to Ryan it was a symphony of relief.

The LC 7 jolted and lurched as the
retro fought against gravity and momentum for control of the ship.
Gradually, it won out, slowing the shuttle and easing the terrible
grip of the atmosphere on its protective shield. Ryan laughed
aloud, his tension dissipating like air from a fluttering balloon.
The din of the retro was all he knew for the next 30 seconds. He
smiled with exhilaration, mocking the steady, pulsing red of the
warning light. The retro had fired!

And it continued firing until it blew
up.

The shuttle tumbled end over end in a
chaotic, cart wheeling descent. Blood rushed to Ryan’s head and his
temples felt as though they would burst. His face contorted with
the stress and pain of the increased gravity. A wailing claxon
entwined itself into the whirling pirouette of sound and motion.
But for Ryan, falling into unconsciousness, there was simply a
graying darkness and silence.

 


 



Chapter
2

 


Lieutenant, Second Grade,
Timothy Scott Ryan, Special Services, was ordered out
to Dharma VI on a mission of veiled importance. A courier frigate
was taken off a milk run to the Eridani Colony and diverted into
Com Central for unnecessary repairs. The fleet manifest showed it
as inoperative, and would continue to log it as disabled for a
period of thirty days. Two LC 7’s were rushed through a brisk
maintenance check, and loaded on board. Ryan was moved up two
places on the duty roster. Complain as he would, there was no
avoiding it. He had been flagged for the duty and the orders were
cut. No explanations were given, and no questions answered. He was
presented a file on the Dharman System to review and told to be
prepared for a Gate Shift in forty eight hours.

A Gate Shift! That was the first surprise. A
Jump Gate was a massive energy slingshot capable of hurling a
spacecraft across the vacant parsecs of space to a distant
location. Objects accelerated by the Gate would penetrate a nexus
in the fabric of space and time, emerging light years away. It was
a highly effective, but extremely inaccurate way of traveling
through the cosmos faster than the speed of light. Until there was
another gate at the receiving end, the shotgun effect of the
initial shift could only place a ship in close proximity to its
intended target. If it survived the shift, it would have to make
way powered by standard ionic impulse engines—slow going by
comparison.

It took the initial survey party three years
to make the final few billion kilometers to the Dharman system.
They were followed shortly by the basing crews and engineers to
establish a Waystation in the system and begin the construction of
the Terminal Gate out beyond the farthest planet. It was obvious
that the AFA was wasting no time in pressing home the development
of this new colony prospect. For a Terminal Gate to come on line in
anything short of five years was a minor miracle and an amazing
triumph coming from the bureaucratic tangle that made up the
Administration of Frontier Affairs.

Ryan was on the flight deck when the Navy
frigate Achilles achieved final orbit around the tawny globe of red
and brown that made up planet six. As he stared out of the long,
horizontal view port, a feeling of dark misgiving was stirring in
his gut.

“So what’s all the fuss about
Lieutenant?” A voice broke the quiet of the bridge. “It looks like
all the other dirt balls the Frontier crews have been digging on
for the last ten years.” Ray Harper, Captain of the
Achilles, was not impressed, and he was far from
subtle when it came to expressing his opinions on the workings of
the AFA. He had been all set for a well deserved leave when the
orders for this run came down through channels.

“Maybe so, Captain,” Ryan conceded,
“but we’ve got some kind of trouble here. I’d like you to make a
thorough review of the briefing documents I brought with me. You’ll
need to catch up on the local history.”

“I can tell you what the problem is
without shuffling through all that garbage, Lieutenant—typical Army
gridlock.” Harper crossed his arms. “The bureaucrats garrison these
colonies with Army hotheads and sooner or later something is bound
to slip. I assume this time it’s something major or they wouldn’t
be sending in a troubleshooter like you to sort things
out.”

“At this point there’s no way to get a
handle on this case without a little Human intervention, Captain.
Aside from a few garbled tight beam transmissions there has been
virtually no communication since the last solar flux.”

“It doesn’t look like we’re going to
have any better luck now. Have you raised anybody down there yet,
Gates?”

“Sir?”

Gates looked up from a glowing console,
hearing her name indistinctly through the headset enveloping her
face and cheeks. For the last fifteen minutes she had been
broadcasting the standard identification to the outpost on the
planet’s surface, listening for the formal response that never
came. She shifted from channel to channel, crossing all
communication bandwidths, but got nothing but a steady wash of
static for her trouble.

“Gates!” Harper frowned as he looked
over at his navigator. “What are you doing under that head gear,
listening to music?”

“I’m sorry, Captain, but the band is
all messed up out here. I’m getting static on all frequencies, and
it seems to be building. Nothing from the colony at all, sir, but
I’m still trying.”

“They won’t answer,” Ryan put in
calmly.

Harper caught the trailing end of a hint in
Ryan’s voice. “Lieutenant, suppose you tell me what’s kept you so
busy lately. Something in these files I should know about?” He
gestured to a neat stack of data briefings resting on the limb of
his chair.

For the last five days, while the ship
pushed in through the outer planets to take up its tentative orbit
over number six, Ryan had been locked away in his cabin with a
classified data log. At first it had seemed nothing more than a
routine briefing file on another colony prospect.

Dharma VI was
a class 1 Federal holding that had been declared open for
colonization shortly after the discovery of vast crystal deposits
lodged beneath the twisted mantle of its surface. Before that it
had been a category 4 acquisition, consisting of a scientific
installation, a Research Station and a small security outpost. As
the favored son in a family of ten planets, it was the only
prospect that offered any hope of colonization. It was a tiny
world, a peculiar mixture of desolation and verdant life forms with
volcanoes that erupted wildly, and a tropical canopy of exotic
vegetation growing on the edge of the embers. There were stretches
of desert and wind scored volcanic rock, and deep pools of
condensed heavy red water. The atmosphere of nitrogen, methane,
sulfur, and hydrogen was traced with just enough oxygen to allow
breathing with the aid of a filtermask, and the temperature
extremes of  50 to +140 degrees were bearable for Humans and
their enterprising curiosity. When the AFA found a place like
Dharma VI, marginal as it was, they took it and said “thank you” to
the void above. There was not another place even remotely habitable
for Humans out to a radius of ten light years in any
direction.

The survey party sent in to begin the
certification process for Dharma VI was the customary mixture of
scientists and military personnel. Two primary teams were assigned
to any prospect, one to catalogue the life forms and the second to
secure and protect a solid operations base. The mineral survey team
was only permitted access if the planet was certified as
economically viable, and otherwise safe for Human beings and
commercial interests. A planetary conservator was appointed to
analyze and isolate any potentially threatening life forms that
might be lurking on the new world. Should any be discovered, the
biologists would also determine how to eliminate them. If the
scientists were thwarted the military holding force would take over
with their laser tech weapons, “neutralizing any conceivable
threat,” as the official language read.

The cosmos had taken fourteen or fifteen
billion years to produce a creature that could build star ships and
high energy particle beam cannons. Humans had quickly tamed their
own home world of Earth, and then set off into the void. A hundred
years after the first practical use of the Janek Gate Nexus, which
had opened the door to deep space, Human colonies had been
established on twenty nine new worlds. Some had been without life
large enough to be seen by the unaided eye. Others had teemed with
a rich variety of alien specimens, unimaginable creatures,
scattered through the great churning wheel of the Milky Way. If
life had been scarcer Humans might have had more respect for it. As
it turned out, most worlds suitable for Human interests were
already occupied by something else. Thus far, Humanity had not
encountered anything that could not be eradicated by high tech
weapons or biological sciences. Of all the hundreds of thousands of
life forms scattered through space, Homo Sapiens was the Great
White Shark, and remained unchallenged at the top of the food
chain.

The pattern repeated itself on world after
world. A biological team was dispatched first, for science had
learned early on that viruses were the only adversary capable of
seriously threatening Human domination. Though somewhat fragile
compared to other life forms, with soft naked skin and little in
the way of physical defenses, the biological defense mechanisms
nature had set up in the primate body had proved themselves time
after time in the contest for survival. One by one, the viral
challengers of Earth had fallen to the medical sciences.
Twenty-nine new worlds were quickly colonized. Except for a
long-standing battle with certain rare forms of cancer, and an
arduous confrontation with the pernicious AIDS virus in the late
twentieth century, Humanity had held its own against the microbes.
There were still a few deviant viral strains at large, but they
were largely controlled. The appearance of Humans on any new world,
however, had been a death sentence for the majority of alien life
established there. The string of conquests had gone unbroken.

 


Ryan pulled himself away from the view port
and turned to face Captain Harper. “Trouble,” he said, and this
time there was a reluctant edge of certainty in his voice. “They’ve
been off line for over thirty days, and I’m afraid that there’s
more to it than a fried Comm Link unit, Captain. The last
message that got through to the Waystation was a series of six log
entries made by the Planetary Conservator. Apparently the survey
team started taking casualties last month, and no one has been able
to figure out why.”

“Casualties! What did they do, have
some kind of an accident? Somebody run a vehicle through the side
of a wall down there, or what?”

“No accidents. It occurred outside the
Safe Zone, in the wild. We don’t have the details yet, but it
spooked the entire survey party, that much is clear.”

“I thought this place was clean.”
Harper countered. “The Mining Consortium is all set to come in here
and start digging, and you know that no one gets a holding pass
until the biologists have dusted the place a few hundred
times.”

“They must have missed something, at
least that’s my guess. It’s happened before. Weren’t you just
alluding to the Army’s spotless efficiency rating? It could be
anything: a bio threat, a predator of some kind that they
missed in the survey, but it was no accident.”

 


During the first year, the planetary
conservator had discovered and logged thousands of new life forms
on Dharma VI. A certain percentage were designated as dangerous to
Human occupation and targeted for extinction. The special weapons
team assigned to the survey party pounced on the larger predators
first, and insured a stable base environment for the investigation
of the substantial threat, the microbes. In just under a year four
hazardous strains had been isolated and controlled. Only one proved
particularly resilient to the standard chemical attacks. The
geneticist heading up the team tackled it after a six month duel,
and was elevated to the post of Planetary Conservator for his work.
It was a simple solution in the end. He spliced in a gene from the
lowly E Coli bacterium and a virulent and deadly organism was
suddenly transformed into a harmless colony of mulch.

While this transpired, the surface patrol
neutralized most predators large enough to take a bite out of a
man. They raked out a hundred square kilometers of land as a Safe
Zone to serve as a base for future development. Sensing devices
were installed on the perimeter of this area, and an outpost was
set up, like an old Earth plantation surrounded by furrowed fields.
Inside the Safe Zone all plants, animals, flora, and fauna were
razed. Even the soil itself was laced with medicines and tested
daily for recurring biological threats. Beyond the border of this
wasted, sterile area was the Wild Zone, the planet left in its
natural state, unaltered and largely unpatrolled on any regular
basis after the Safe Zone was established.

The security people forayed out into the
Wild Zone on a regular basis and collected specimens for analysis
and appraisal by the research team. They gathered up ones and twos
of anything that looked dangerous and penned them up in a Life Form
Colony so the bio team could study them. It was, of course, too
messy and inefficient for the military to go about the planet
hunting creatures into extinction. The main weapon against hostile
aliens was disease.

The bio team brought a battery of Earth’s
more infectious organisms along for selective use against the
targeted indigenous life forms. They carried everything from
Typhoid fever and Bubonic plague, to rudimentary cold and flu
strains in a case or two of modest sealed cultures. These could
prove more devastating than a nuclear blast when released into an
alien environment with no resistance to them whatsoever.

Specimens of all large and dangerous species
were captured and caged. Then the Bio Team determined how to kill
them off with germs while the ecologists studied any impact the
attack would have on the biosphere as a whole. If it was discovered
that a life form was occupying some key biological niche, or
critical point in an ecological relationship, then it would be
granted a stay of execution, but only if the environmental effect
would impact negatively on Humans. What it did to the other
indigenous life forms on the planet was not a concern.

 


“Well, how do you figure it,
Lieutenant?” Harper had taken up his station on the Captain’s
chair, leaning heavily on his left arm. “I mean these Army types
may not be shrewd, but they do know one thing, and that’s how to
raise some dust when the need arises. Take this garrison commander,
for instance. Beckerman...” Harper took up a file and rattled
through the pages. “Just look at the man’s record! Seven garrison
assignments in the last ten years, and that’s including that mess
they had out on Iridane-4. Beckerman seems like one nasty
customer.”

“If there was anything big enough to
shoot at down there Beckerman would find a way to back it down,”
Ryan agreed.

“Well then, it has to be some sort of
environmental hazard, or maybe a renegade virus that suddenly
mutated on them. The Army isn’t much good against that sort of
threat.”

“True, but the Bio Team is. The
chief geneticist, Dover, has quite a reputation himself. Read his
file, Captain, three degrees, and a senior fellow at the institute
of Microbiology. As you said yourself, they must have dusted the
place strategically before they certified it. Besides, there was no
mention of a germ threat in the logs at all. I’m not ruling it out,
of course, but it just doesn’t seem too likely from what I’ve read
on the operation here so far.”

Harper pursed his lips into a half frown as
he scanned the last few pages of the file. “Then what is it,
Lieutenant? Would you please tell me that!”

“Your guess is as good as mine,
Captain. If they knew what was wrong on Dharma Six they wouldn’t
have rushed your ship out here to investigate.”

“And they wouldn’t have stuck a
Special Services Lieutenant on board to make my life miserable
either.” He shifted in his chair, craning his thick neck to look
over his shoulder at the main consoles. “Gates, any
luck?”

Gates was too preoccupied with her console
to heed the Captain’s request. She was fidgeting with dials,
adjusting the receiving gain and testing out alternate
comm link channels in the face of a persistent backwash of
static that seemed to be building like a storm front in her
headphones.

“Gates, I’m talking to
you!”

“Sorry Captain,” Gates pulled her
headset aside once again. “It’s thick out there, and getting worse
all the time. The main link channels are hopeless, and I’m even
getting residual static on the high level passways. If it keeps up
we’ll lose our link to the Waystation inside of an
hour.”

“It’s no use,” said Ryan. “The solar
flux must be building up again. This star is a red giant, and a
very unstable one at that. Every so often it kicks up its heels.
The last time was thirty days ago, just before the Waystation lost
touch with the survey party.”

Gates shifted away from the
communications console to her science monitor and was surprised by
the intensity of the readings. As immense bands of stellar material
were ejected into space, a violent hail of radiation assaulted the
planetary bodies in their orbits. It was obvious to Gates now why
there could be no life on any of the innermost planets of the
system, not under the siege of that
bombardment. But Dharma VI was more than 300 million
kilometers from the red giant, a distance that allowed its life
forms to survive under a dense protective atmosphere.

“This is getting serious, Captain.”
Gates confirmed. “You can assume a total communications blackout
inside of an hour. There’s even a chance that we’ll have trouble
with the astrogation module.”

Harper thought that over for a long while,
suddenly serious and very gloomy. “So, they’re down there, but this
flux means we’ll have to put in a shuttle for a surface landing.”
He looked at Ryan. “I suppose that’s where you come in, isn’t it,
Lieutenant?”

“Just my good luck, I guess.” Ryan
feigned innocence, but he had already been selected for the recon
operation long ago. Sixteen days after the first solar flux spewed
its wrath out into the void it abated like a guttering flame in the
wind. The heaving sun settled back to its normal angry glow, and
communications were restored. They sent half a dozen messages in to
the survey team from the Waystation, but no answer came back.
Dover’s team was off line; Beckerman was not answering either. One
of two things had happened on Dharma VI: either both comm link
units had failed simultaneously, or there was nobody
home.

The AFA didn’t know whether to dispatch a
repair technician or a military relief team to set matters right,
and it was up to the Special Services wing to solve problems like
this. Lieutenant Timothy Scott Ryan had been picked for several
reasons. First, he was the only officer on the active duty roster
this month with any real ground experience in unsanctioned
environments. He had completed the rigorous survival training grade
with unusually high adaptive scores. Second, he was technically
qualified as both a pilot and special weapons expert. That last
attribute would be necessary if the darker possibilities
surrounding the fate of the survey party proved to be true. Beyond
these obvious qualifications he always seemed to produce results on
an assignment. Some of the board members questioned his methods on
a few recent operations against the ring piracy in the Centauri
asteroid cluster, but they were unable to deny that the results he
had gained were more than satisfactory. After he blew off the heads
of the top five smuggling barons, it discouraged the remaining
illegal commercial traffic considerably.

There was also one more reason why Ryan had
been picked: he was expendable. Unlike the other Special Services
officers assigned to Colony work, he had no connections with the
AFA directors. No one had pampered the selection board, or bribed
the deputy commissioner to get him his posting to the Service. He
had no relatives in high places, or a Senator pressing for him
behind the scenes. He was the son of a nobody, which in this case
made him a very special somebody as far as hazardous duty was
concerned. If they lost a man like Ryan, no one would squawk about
it. He was safe. He could do what was required with a good chance
of success and, if he failed, no one would care.

For the last five of his thirty five
years Ryan had been thinking about just that: who cared? He had
overcome a harrowing course of obstacles to progress this far in
the SS. Born on the Martian Colony, an “Offworlder,” he was a step
behind everyone else in the service class who boasted true Earth
origins. Beyond this, his cloistered ways and stubborn sense of
independence made Ryan a bit of a misfit. People liked him, but he
never seemed to make it past the outermost edges of their social
circles. He was thought of as a recluse, and appropriately shunned.
As far as Ryan was concerned that was just fine. Ryan knew he was
out of step with the rhythms of civility and the protocols of
social amenities. Instead, he pursued quiet interests that few
people understood: advanced computers technology, old Earth
military history, archeology, all subjects that seldom found
themselves discussed at academy dinners. So Ryan kept his private
interests, as well as his private life, to himself.

Given his disposition, it was not unusual
that he tried for a commission in the Special Services. This was
the intelligence arm attached to the AFA sphere of influence. It
traced its lineage back to the old networks established by the CIA,
NSA and KGB. There was a remnant of each in the Special Services
operational authority. The service had traded its cloak and dagger
in for a plastifiber flex suit and laserblade, but the basic
methodology was essentially the same. When the AFA directors
required something that no one else could deliver, Special Services
would do the job. It was a precise and delicate tool, very
effective, and discreetly used.

When the comm links failed to Dharma VI
and the AFA Board knew a bruiser like Beckerman had been on the
scene, they expected to find trouble there when they sent someone
out to look things over. People in the Special Services were
accustomed to trouble.

There were times, however, when Ryan
wondered if all his sweat and hard work hadn’t bought him more
trouble than he needed. This hint of regret had stirred momentarily
through his mind when the yellow warning light on his threat
projection panel first appeared. Machinery had a way of failing at
the least desirable moment!

The agency had been eager to get him out
here. The Gate Shift was fairly accurate with the Dharman Terminal
on line now, but it could still only pull a ship within a week’s
voyage of the system. The directors had been a week deciding what
to do, and another week dithering over how to do it before the
frigate Achilles was finally slung out on her quiet mission to
Dharma VI.

Ryan’s briefing had been thorough enough to
make him suspect that another solar flux storm was broiling to
life. Data analysis seemed to indicate that the Dharman star went
into periodic fits that blasted at regular intervals of about
thirty Earth days. It had probably happened before, but for the
three year term of the survey, all had been quiet. This was a
positive sign, for it meant that the outbursts were only
occasional, and not a permanent phenomenon. After this round the
fluxes might not reoccur again for decades.

It was just Ryan’s luck, however, that a new
cycle was beginning as he strapped himself into the shuttle for the
landing drop. After making four close orbits the Achilles was
unable raise communications or gather sufficient evidence on the
status of the survey team. The atmosphere was too dense for close
imaging photography. It was time for Human intervention. Ryan hoped
to get in rapidly, complete his intelligence sweep, make contact
with the survey party, and rendezvous again with the Achilles in
five days. The yellow light on his console panel had changed all
that.


Chapter
3

 


For a brief,
wild moment the shuttle tumbled end over end through
the churning atmosphere of Dharma VI. Even with the shield
reinforced by both the main engine and reserve battery power, the
strain on the narrow band of protective energy was immense. Ryan
was unconscious through the final descent, but the onboard computer
systems were still flying the shuttle. They had predicted the retro
failure, and persistently warned the pilot of the potential for a
disaster that had suddenly become a devastating reality. The
calculated odds of achieving a safe orbit after aborting the
landing approach were roughly 62.79%. The odds on the retro failure
were much worse. The computer would have aborted the landing, but
it had not been ordered down to Dharma VI under a veil of secrecy
and restrained urgency. Nonetheless, it would now have to
compensate for the errors of its biological master.

As soon as the retro exploded, the computer
initiated an emergency flight control recovery program. The main
turbine advanced to 75% of full throttle, and four stabilizing
panels deployed from the glistening hull of the shuttle fuselage.
The program noted that power had been channeled from the momentum
impulse node and into the repulsion shield instead. The shield
status check was sufficient to explain this data, which was
accepted as a variable being favorable to the execution of the
emergency plan. The computer augmented shield power up to the
engineered limit of the repulsion unit. The remaining energy was
gated back into the momentum impulse node after a charged buildup
of at 150% of normal. Like water from a hose that was suddenly
stopped up, the energy, when finally released from the momentum
node, created an abrupt and violent surge of force. The LC 7
leapt forward, its cart-wheeling descent broken by the sudden
thrust. After gaining this critical advantage, the program executed
a flight stabilization loop by reversing all power to the forward
node in order to slow the craft down.

Twenty two seconds before striking the
surface of the planet the computer calculated the air speed as safe
for ejecting the command escape module and its fragile cargo. A
burst of energy was discharged into the module’s battery, and then
the flight computer jettisoned the capsule and rode the LC 7
to a flaming end on the surface below.

A small engine fired at the base of Ryan’s
command module. The thrust increased the capsule’s altitude, and
the main parachute deployment pins fired with a snapping hiss. As
the capsule plunged into a looping, downward arc, the billowy foil
of the parachute bloated out behind it. The capsule drifted gently
to the surface, skidding down the side of a slanted embankment as
it thumped to a halt.

Inside, nestled within a restraining harness
and cushioned from the shock of the landing by an air bag, the
delicate Human cargo remained intact. As the protective crash bag
deflated, a stirring of awareness roused within Ryan’s throbbing
head.

It was several minutes before he regained
full consciousness. His eyes rolled under lazy lids and fluttered
open. As his other senses gathered themselves by slow degrees, the
realization of what had happened began to register. He struggled
with the webbing of his seat harness, and the deflated air bag
shifted with a dry, plastic rattle as Ryan thrust it aside.
Gradually, he worked himself free and began to take stock of his
situation. Except for a few sore spots and bruises from the
harness, he was uninjured. The mute glow of green and amber lights
on the console panel indicated that the capsule still had power,
though the battery check showed that it was weak.

As the shock of the landing loosened its
grip, his natural instincts for emergency survival asserted
themselves. He worked quickly, opening panels in the side of the
cabin. One held a knapsack crowded with supplies, and the other a
store of special equipment and weaponry. He slipped on a filter
mask, and a helmet with a wide infrared visor. When he emerged he
would be looking for temperature and motion signatures, not
unfamiliar shapes and forms which would be unrecognizable in any
case. He pressed a button on the console and the battery fed power
to his environmental analyzer. The module evaluated the atmosphere
outside, and Ryan noted that the temperature was low and the air
was thick and muggy with traces of methane, exacerbated by a 12 rad
per hour dose of solar radiation.

Ryan unzipped his supply pack and extracted
a radiation dosimeter, which he slipped over his left wrist. The
normal insulation of his flex suit should protect him from the
present radiation dosage, and the filter mask would remove the
undesirable elements in the alien atmosphere. As he jimmied the
overhead hatch open he made one last mental check...What have I
forgotten?

“Gloves!” He gawked at his bare,
exposed hands and nearly laughed to himself. In a few seconds he
found and donned the tough but pliant Army issue protective gloves.
He was ready.

Before he moved, before he did anything at
all, Ryan was possessed by an eerie sensation. It wriggled up his
spine and he shuddered involuntarily. From outside the ship another
world reached in and claimed the tiny cabin. Pungent odors drifted
through Ryan’s filter mask as he breathed his first taste of the
processed atmosphere. A clammy, damp cold enfolded him. Ryan looked
up through the circular hatch. The sky overhead was dirty brown and
streaked with red and yellow clouds. A faint, wailing moan pervaded
in the background, the wind, high above the ground, coursing in a
simpering vortex.

The lining in Ryan’s flex suit was far more
than a simple barrier. The circuitry of a sophisticated computer
was threaded through the synthesized fabric, complete with small
sensory nodes that sampled the world around it. The suit had a
computational awareness of the environment, which it communicated
to Ryan’s helmet where a nodal array was capable of projecting
delicate impressions directly to his brain. The sense Ryan had
about the world around him was constantly being augmented and
enhanced by the capabilities of his suit. Subtle stimulation of his
emotional brain centers could convey the general impression the
suit was gathering from the environment, indicating caution or
danger in the most direct way possible. It took some familiarity
with the suit to sort out one’s own emotional responses from the
constant data stream that was fingering at his brain, but Ryan was
capable of shepherding his own internal states well enough. Still,
the line between the man and the technology that surrounded him was
a thin one.

Cautiously, Ryan poked his head out of the
escape capsule and squinted through his infrared visor. There was
not much to see. The capsule had skittered to the base of a shallow
cleft in the pot marked surface of Dharma VI. He looked up the
rock-strewn slope until it met the rusty sky and craned his neck
around for a 360 degree sweep. There were several rocky shears
behind him that the capsule had narrowly missed. Their hard, jagged
edges could have split open the capsule like tin foil. The
sprawling, translucent sweep of the parachute was draped over a
shard of rock, its high tension cables in a silly tangle.

He stepped onto the planet’s surface and
once again the tingling presentment traced his frame with a
shivering touch. The AFA had nurtured logical suspicions about
Dharma VI, but now Ryan knew for certain that something was
definitely wrong here. Even without the reinforcement provided by
his flex suit, Ryan had a sense of danger. Every instinct in his
body urged caution, and warned of some unseen hazard close at hand.
Perhaps it was only natural to react this way when entering an
alien environment, but Ryan had been down on many worlds before
this. Dharma VI was different. The air about him was relatively
still, but carried a heavy, oppressive feeling. Some sort of
inversion layer must be keeping the air like this, he thought.

He crawled out and stepped away from the
capsule, stretching his legs and noting the imprint his booted feet
left on the soil. The crater he was in obscured the horizon. He
would have to climb up the slope to see where he was. Every step in
the muggy atmosphere wore on him. He knew it would be some time
before he became acclimated, so he took things easy, resting at
measured intervals as he picked his way up the slope. Eventually he
reached the crest and heaved himself down on a flat slate of rock.
What he saw took what little remained of his breath away.

Ryan had scaled the inward side of a winding
trench stretching away for miles toward the horizon. In the
distance, a shattered dome of dull red stone formed an enormous
mountain. The ground had been tortured by intense upheaval here.
Twisted fault lines webbed away in all directions. Outcroppings of
black and gray rock punctuated the horizon, etched against the
amber sky. The world had a silted, ashen aspect, like charred
volcanic rock and dried magma. Far away, near the horizon’s edge,
huge crystal spikes reached into the sky. If those formations were
what he thought they were, Dharma VI was a veritable trove of
precious elements. No wonder the Mining Directorate was in such a
rush to have Dharma certified.

He waited until his breathing calmed,
and then realized that he was hungry. For the next ten minutes he
sat on the broken crest of the trench and sipped nutriments from
his collar straw. The survival suit he was wearing had several
pockets of high protein liquids in its interior lining, enough to
sustain him for twelve days if he found no other food. The sappy
liquid oozed down his throat leaving a bland aftertaste in his
mouth. Though it did not satisfy the palate, its high energy
formula would soon invigorate his stress-wrenched body. He eased
back on one elbow, raising his infrared visor to get a clear view
of the crystal spikes. It was just his luck that the capsule had
landed at the bottom of this trench, and not on the Safe Zone as
planned. Now he would have to locate his position and set out on
foot—a prospect that he greeted with little enthusiasm. As this
thought flickered in his mind another voice countered it.
Leave your luck alone, it reminded him, you are
alive, yes?

“Well,” he said aloud, “let’s find out
where the hell I am and get moving before I lose the light.” The
dull brown of the sky led him to believe that nightfall was at
hand. Then he remembered his briefing: it never did darken on this part of Dharma VI. The planet
rotated in such a crazily tilted fashion, that the leering red sun
only dipped below the horizon briefly before it rose again. At
least he didn’t have to worry about stumbling across some alien
life form in the dark. That thought was reassuring.

Ryan opened a side pouch in his equipment
pack and removed a laser map unit. He slid a switch on at the base
of the cylinder and swept the horizon with the other end. The
geological survey team had stored digitized images of prominent
terrain features in the memory of the device. Ryan adjusted a dial
on the side of the unit, and after smoothing away a space on the
flat shelf, he pointed it down at the ground. A glowing green map
was projected onto the rocky surface. In the center was a yellow
circle, the place where the laser map had determined him to be. A
blue circle was also projected nearby, perhaps eight kilometers
away by the map scale. He noted its coordinates and keyed them into
a number pad on the side of the map unit. Now, by panning the
horizon once again, he could home in on the targeted area. As his
arm swept back along the gutted trench the laser map sounded a
quiet tone. That was the way, the planet had carved it out for him.
Somewhere at the other end of that winding fissure was Beckerman
and the edge of the Safe Zone that the survey team engineers had
pounded into the planet’s surface.

If the map was accurate he estimated about
eight hours to the Safe Zone from his present position. In spite of
a less than perfect landing he had put down remarkably close to his
initial objective. Checking his chronometer, he determined that the
Achilles would be orbiting overhead in about another hour. Without
considerably more power than his capsule battery could provide,
there would be no way that he could break through the static and
interference of the solar flux storm. His only alternative was to
set up a pulse beacon with an encoded message.

That conclusion sent him scrabbling
tentatively back down the slope to the capsule. When he reached it,
he found that a hefty rock was wedged against the access panel to
the compartment containing the beacon. He wasted fifteen minutes,
digging it out and levering open the dented panel. Fortunately, the
beacon itself was intact and undamaged. He removed it from its case
and lugged it back up the slope, his chest and lungs straining with
the exertion. Breathless and exhausted from the short climb, he
rested again on his shelf of stone. The gravitational pull here was
also a bit more than he was accustomed to. Under normal
circumstances he would have undergone a thirty day acclimatization
program before being sent down, but there had been no time for
that. He was reasonably fit, but it would be days before his body
adjusted to the more extreme environment here.

The setup and programming of the pulse
beacon kept him occupied for the next half hour. Solar flux or not,
it would blast a powerful laser signal in rapid pulses through the
atmosphere and up to the ship. The unit had both a microphone and a
keyboard that allowed him to type in sentences that the beacon
would transform into binary laser telemetry. The unit determined
the approximate allowable length of his file to be about 140
characters based on its assessment of the atmospheric density and
available power. The laser cell activator would burn itself out in
less than fifteen seconds, but it would be enough to get the
message off. He recorded his message, and just to be certain he
decided to type it into a reserve buffer as well.



“RETRO FAILURE: CAPSULE DOWN AT
047 241: NO INJURY: PROCEEDING TO BECKERMAN: LC 7
DESTROYED: REQUEST SUPPLY DROP AT SAFE ZONE IN 24 HOURS: RYAN,
L2G.”

 


He anchored the beacon, driving its spiked
metal legs into the soil at the edge of the shelf, then retreated
twenty yards along the trench rim. His chronometer still indicated
yellow, meaning that he had completed his task with minutes to
spare. After a brief interval, the band on the watch face turned
green. The Achilles would now be overhead, and hopefully Harper
would be wondering what had happened to him. He depressed the send
key on the remote control, and the sky was split by the brilliant
light of the laser beam. It lanced into the cycling winds above,
until it vanished, swallowed by the clouds.

No use wasting any more time here, he
thought as he looked around at the barren landscape. He picked up
his equipment and started off along the rim of the trench, step by
grudging step. He followed the winding trench, crawling over the
small fissures and cracks that wrinkled its crest. After two hours
the skies ahead of him rippled with a blazoning orange dawn and
deepened to a reddish gold as the Dharman sun re emerged.
Under the more direct exposure of its rays, his dosimeter was soon
strained to a mildly hazardous exposure level. Ryan did not like
the idea of risking radiation sickness out in the open like this,
but unless he wanted to dig himself a hole in the rutted soil and
scoured stone, he would have to press on. He figured another four
to six hours at his present pace. The high energy sap he had
consumed earlier provided him with a steady reserve of strength,
but he could still not keep his wind for long, even with mild
exertion.

I hope this filter is doing its job, he
thought, not relishing the idea of strange molecules slipping into
his blood stream as he breathed the alien atmosphere. From time to
time he would treat himself to a breath of oxygen from a small
pressurized tank in his satchel. It relieved his tired lungs and
cleared his senses.

As the Dharman sun climbed the sky the
temperature began to shoot up rapidly. The shimmering sheen of a
mirage distorted the horizon, as if moisture was evaporating all
around him. How could a place like this support the vast array of
life forms he had studied in his briefing? Somewhere, he knew,
there was a swath of humid jungle fed by pools of dark water, the
Wild Zone, where most of the biomass of the planet was
concentrated. Here there was no sign of anything living at all.

After four hours of agonized walking he came
across something that was explicitly out of place in the lay of the
land. He stared at it for some time, trying to imagine the sort of
creature that might have made it. The track was like a long series
of cuneiform etches into the arid ground. A wide trailing swath
intersected the line of the trench, wended its way down its steep
inner wall, and then continued along the bottom of the rocky
crevice in the same direction Ryan was heading. He stooped to get a
closer look at one of the individual prints, like a two pronged
claw, he thought.

A sense of caution rose within him. He found
himself looking left and right as if he expected the maker of the
trail to materialize from a murky nook in the tumbled contours of
the ground. He saw nothing, and heard only the muted moan of the
winds overhead. That is what bothered him more than anything. There
wasn’t a single sign of life anywhere, aside from this strange
trail he was following. Perhaps it was made by the only life form
native to the barren areas, or maybe it was a migratory track of
some nomadic thing that was hastening away to better climes.
Nothing could live in this sector. What would it eat?

As he drew nearer to the Outpost’s projected
position that thought began to bother him. What if the thing that
had passed this way had been trying to answer that same
question...what’s there to eat? The image of some lean, hungry
nightmare heading in toward the Safe Zone and the edge of the lush
Wild Zone that bordered it played itself out in his mind. Surely
most of the edible things on the planet resided in the densely
vegetated tangle of the Wild Zone. If there were some unknown
predators that lived out in the barren areas, this trail would make
perfect sense. But once the perimeter of the Safe Zone had been
secured he found it hard to imagine anything getting into that area
to forage. Why would it want to with the natural feeding ground of
the Wild Zone so close at hand?

He pressed on, following the trail with
renewed caution. By midday the temperature climbed to well over 100
degrees Fahrenheit, and though his lightweight environment suit
handled it effortlessly enough, it did not make his trek any
easier. He stopped frequently for rest, relying on the energy sap
in his suit pouches continually. Dharma VI was at its aphelion, its
farthest point in orbit from the sun. This was supposed to be the
cold snap of a brisk winter day on this planet! In the summer the
temperatures would reach closer to the 200 degree mark and require
a full environmental suit.

Ryan was very close to the edge of the Safe
Zone now. As he rested in the lee of a large boulder, he considered
his contact procedures. Protocol required that he conduct a
preliminary observation of the Outpost before attempting to make
any contact inside the Safe Zone. This was an old Army regulation
dating back to the time of the last war. You just didn’t go
waltzing into potential trouble and announce yourself. Ryan would
exercise all proper prudence and caution in the contact segment of
the operation.

The land lay in tumbled folds, scored by the
single fault he had been following. Along the way, two other trails
like the first had meandered in from the farther reaches of the
volcanic flatland to merge with the original tracks. Ryan spotted a
low, curving hillock which rose some 200 feet off to his left. From
there he might get a good look at the Safe Zone while remaining
relatively concealed himself.

He shifted to it, diverting away from the
cloven trench and its oddly marked trail. After an hour of toil he
managed to reach the top of the hill, which he found to extend in a
great round circle to the left of the fault line. It was obviously
the imprint of an ancient crater. Some massive object had plummeted
down through the dense atmosphere here long ago. The world had been
scarred by the impact; perhaps the long exposed crack in its
surface had been one result of the collision, but by now the
environment had shaped and molded the wound until its edges had
been softened back into the landscape.

The rim closest to the fissure was,
unfortunately, much lower than the far side. Ryan cursed when he
realized that the other rim was blocking his field of view into the
Safe Zone. Now he would have to cross over to the opposite side.
Before he attempted that feat he needed some rest and relief from
the heat. Making his way to a broken segment of the ground, he
found some shade. He lay on his back, and gazed up into the
brackish brown sky.

The swirling trails of gray and amber were
churning like a dark broth. Then his infrared visor detected an
unusual temperature reading. He quickly slipped a gloved hand up to
the sensitivity tuner and adjusted the knob. Something was
definitely there, but the globe of the sun in near proximity
distorted the reading. Ryan tried to shield the visor, cupping his
hand around it to ward off the crimson sun, but the reading
improved only slightly.

It was definitely there, moving fast, and
high up in the clouds. His unaided eye could discern nothing
against the wild drapery of the sky, but a temperature signature
indicated a massive contact. It was enormous, and seemed to grow
even larger as it passed overhead, until the signature was gobbled
up by the overriding wash of the Dharman sun.

“Now what is that?” Ryan said, trying
to get a more precise focus on the thing in the sky. It stretched
now, in a vast blotch, out toward the horizon beyond the far rim of
the crater. Ryan clocked its steady passage for several minutes
until the signature faded. Either it had climbed too high for the
visor to detect it, or it had simply vanished. It had to be some
sort of gas pocket in the middle atmosphere, he thought. The
shearing winds there could account for its speed, and if it had
been carried aloft by convection currents it could still hold
enough temperature to stand out against the cooler air up there. It
was the only plausible explanation he could think of.

Still, the apparition cast a shadow on his
mood even as it had darkened the brooding sky. His flex suit was
conveying a general sense of anxiety about the sighting, but he had
his own gut reaction as well. He suddenly felt very small and
vulnerable here, just one lone man clinging to the edge of a
hostile world. Were it not for his filtering mask and flex suit, he
would be dead by now.

Ryan hefted his equipment pack and zipped it
open. He reached inside and removed the Tech-Rifle, bundled in its
compact casing. After extracting the shoulder stock he screwed on a
barrel, sighting down its length when he had finished. A heavy clip
of ‘smart rounds’ fitted snugly into an opening in the bottom. It
was an A 10 Tech-Rifle, capable of flinging guided rounds over
a thousand meters with great precision and considerable impact.

He tested the sighting system, and when he
was confident the rifle had established a link to the sensory array
of his helmet, he struggled to his feet, shouldering the rifle with
a renewed sense of confidence. There was nothing around him he
should be worried about, but the simple routine of assembling his
rifle was a source of comfort to him. He studied the landscape, not
relishing the prospect of climbing another hill. Perhaps, if he
just circled around the rim of the crater, he would make better
time. The sun on his back helped him decide that argument quickly,
and he circled to his right.

The next hour passed uneventfully as Ryan
edged around the rim of the crater. More of the landscape slid into
view. A darkened gathering of violet was wrapped in a wispy haze
off in the distance. It seemed to crawl along the contours of the
land to the north. Checking his laser map, he realized that this
was the first tentative edge of the Wild Zone extending to meet the
northern frontier of the Safe area. He pulled his telescopic viewer
from the satchel, but could not make out any detail in the velvet
roll of the land ahead. Behind him he could see that the blighted
reaches of the volcanic flats were crisscrossed by many more of the
wandering trails. They all seemed to be heading into the purple
wash of the wild vegetation ahead, or out of it. That thought
suddenly struck him: how did he know which way the odd print marks
were supposed to point?

He edged past the slope of a steep segment
of the crater rim and huffed up and over a rocky projection. There
it was, the Safe Zone stretched like a great field as far as he
could see to the horizon. It was a quilted square cut into the
natural contours of the ground, perfectly flat and broken only by
linear track markings that had been left by the engineers. The
massive imprint of the survey team lay heavily upon Dharma VI. Ryan
imagined it as a great crushing boot print, blotting out all life
where it fell.

Off to the west, a solitary structure rose
like a weathered tree in an autumn field. Sensory antennas and
communications dishes extended out from the central structure, like
misshapen branches. The Outpost was now under observation. Ryan
checked his chronometer: he was two hours behind his projected
schedule, but the sight of the distant Outpost elated him and
lightened his burden. However plain and regimented it might be, the
Safe Zone was home. It was at least a familiar and ordered sign of
Human life in the otherwise alien landscape.

The sensory array in his flex suit and
helmet had also become aware of the distant installation. It was
reaching out to establish connections with the base, but was
frustrated by the lack of any discernable response. The base seemed
empty and silent. No signals emanated from the equipment there and
this alone was enough to convey an added sense of dread to Ryan’s
input registers. Outpost Beckerman was, for all practical purposes,
quite dead. Ryan’s initial elation was soon dampened by the
impressions being communicated to him by his flex suit.

He started to move off a few paces to find a
sheltered vantage point when a pulsing tone emanated from his suit
belt. His sense of immediate danger was suddenly magnified. In a
spasm of sheer reflex he threw himself to the ground, rolled to the
cover of a wind carved formation, and froze. The warning tone meant
that he had just been scanned by a low level sensor beam. He
shifted the rifle off his shoulder and considered his options.
Unless the flux interference had suddenly diminished, it was
unlikely that the searching signal had originated from the Outpost.
Either he had crossed the field of some remote sensing device, or
there was something out here looking for him. Working quickly, he
located a small impression on the side of his helmet and activated
his IFF transceiver: Identification Friend/Foe. It would reveal to
any searching intelligence the fact that he was Human, while also
ascertaining whether or not the frequency of the probing element
was from a man made device. A green light lit up. He had acquired a
signal, of Human origin, and very close at hand. His suit sensors
immediately identified it and displayed an image on his helmet
visor. Seconds later the telltale hum of a floating ZEKE unit
played against the ever present wail of the upper level winds. Ryan
turned to see an M1 military unit bearing down on him from the left
and, in spite of his IFF transmitter, he knew that he was in
potential trouble.

The ZEKE was a disk shaped object with an
elevated cylinder in its center. It was a small scanning device
that could hover over the ground by utilizing an inverse magnetic
repulsion field—the closest thing to a practical anti-gravity
device to date. Ryan caught the wink of a polished lens extending
from the camouflaged paint scheme of the unit as it glided toward
him, hugging the ground. He could also see a pulse laser swiveling
around to target him, and he winced. The next few seconds were
crucial.



His first thought was to attack the ZEKE
with his rifle, but he discarded it immediately. The sensitive
robot would certainly detect his weapon when he charged it up in
pre-fire mode. It already had a laser targeting him and even if he
got a round off he would probably be dead before it struck home. He
could remain still as death, and hope his IFF would prevent the
ZEKE from attacking. But what if the program had been overridden?
What if the unit had been instructed to fire on anything outside
the Safe Zone? Ryan selected his third option, and hoped it would
work.

The ZEKE stopped its approach, hovering
about 30 meters away. Ryan peered through his telescope even as the
mechanical device was focusing in on his own position. He could
feel sweat trickling down the back of his neck. Man and machine
regarded one another in a distended interval of fifteen seconds, an
eternity to the processing unit on the ZEKE, and what seemed like
one to Ryan.

“ZEKE M-One Five” he said aloud in a
commanding tone. “Acknowledge!” Ryan had spied the number five on
the curved metal plating of the ZEKE. He knew the device was close
enough to pick up and correctly process his vocal command. He only
hoped it had not been keyed to respond to a specific
password.

A synthesized voice returned:
“ZEKE M15 confirming order, please identify
yourself.”

Ryan let out a sigh of relief. Of course
they wouldn’t have keyed it on a password, what else spoke English
on Dharma VI? The ZEKE had decided to parley instead of firing on
an obviously Human target, but Ryan was not out of danger yet. The
ZEKE had confirmed his order as received, but it had not responded
to him as though it were waiting for his instructions. Instead it
was requesting ID information. Under normal circumstances that
would have been unthinkable. The robotics engineers had programmed
all machines to instantly defer to a Human command. The Army
changed that on its M1 versions. The ZEKE was still looping in its
IFF cycle, and Ryan knew that a false move could alter the contents
of some variable in its programming that might force the unit to
revert to its attack loop at any moment.

“ZEKE M15, standby.” Ryan compromised,
buying a few more seconds of time. That statement was both an order
and a request. He stubbornly refused to relinquish his position of
authority over the machine, even though the ZEKE had him targeted
with its weapon, and at a decided disadvantage. The problem was
that Ryan’s name and serial number would not be in this ZEKE’s data
files. It would soon realize that Ryan was not part of the survey
party, and therefore a possible threat. The M1 unit waited, humming
patiently.

“ZEKE M15,” Ryan tried again, “I am
Special Services relief. VISA Classified. Do you copy?” He had
emphasized the words relief and classified and crossed his fingers,
hoping the unit would not cycle back into its ID
request.

“Acknowledged,”
came the response. Ryan smiled for the first time since he
heard the retro fire successfully.

“Report and assist.” He issued another
command before the ZEKE changed its mind about him. The ZEKE
retracted the laser and drifted over the intervening ground to
Ryan’s side.

“M15 reporting. Mission
status, patrol. Priority one, defense. Engage and destroy
biologicals approaching perimeter. Holographic replay available on
request. Ready.”

It had been a very close call indeed, Ryan
thought, but there were darker implications in the ZEKE’s program
synopsis. The unit would not have been given such liberties unless
the Outpost had been preoccupied with more serious matters.

“Mission elapsed time?” Ryan pressed
for more information.

“Acknowledged: 678 hours,
12 minutes, 32 seconds, standard earth chronology.”
The ZEKE reported.

Ryan did some quick mental figuring and
realized that this unit had been sent out on patrol over
twenty eight days ago! It had been faithfully circling the
edge of the Safe Zone, drawing on its solar cells for reserve
energy. The basic charge was only 72 hours on most standard models,
perhaps more on the M1 versions.

“Last target?”

“Acknowledged: Type Two
Osteospore colony, Location coordinate 176412: Time, M plus 462
hours, 36 minutes, 18 seconds.”

Again Ryan did the mental division, 462
divided by 24 was about nineteen days ago using standard Earth
chronology. The M1 had seen nothing to fire at for the last
nineteen days. Why wasn’t it called back to the Outpost for
debriefing, recharging, and regular maintenance? He turned and
looked across the featureless sprawl of the Safe Zone toward the
Outpost. It sat there, glinting in the orange glow of the Dharman
sun, a quiet mystery. There was no sign of movement, no sign of any
Human activity at all. The ZEKE unit probably contained lot of
answers to his questions, but he would have to get to the Outpost
before he could debrief the unit properly. A glance at his
dosimeter indicated that it was hazardous to stay out in exposed
areas now. The solar flux radiation was on the rise.

“Very well,” he said. “M15, please
reset.” Ryan canceled the unit’s last program
instructions.

“Ready.”

“New mission: escort and guide.
Destination: Garrison Outpost Beckerman.”

“Acknowledged. Escort and
guide. Please follow.” The ZEKE moved off to the left
and down the slope of the crater, pausing until Ryan closed to
within about five meters. Then it moved off again, and man and
machine zigzagged down the crater’s rim toward the Safe
Zone.


Chapter 4

 


Harper was in
his cabin absorbed in a thorough reading of the briefing
information that Ryan had furnished before his departure in the
shuttle. He could not hide his displeasure at being cheated out of
a well deserved rest, but he was cautious enough to realize that
there was something critically wrong in the Dharma system. The
files that Navy intelligence had provided were lacking in anything
except vital flight and astrogation data, and some background
material on the Research Station personnel. Ryan’s veiled
intimations of disaster set Harper on edge. He asked the Special
Service agent to brief him on the events leading to the mission. As
the commander of the only naval vessel in the immediate area, it
was his responsibility to understand as much as possible about
Ryan’s mission as it affected the security of the ship and crew. He
was prepared to argue, but to his surprise Ryan merely supplied him
with the name of the briefing file, and the security codes that
would allow access from Harper’s own terminal. He was even more
shocked when Ryan led him to the cargo bay and asked for the
Captain’s assistance in a final check of the supply module that was
stowed aboard under Ryan’s personal supervision. To this point he
had underestimated the authority of the Special Services operative.
After the personal tour of the module, he regretted that the Navy
did not have a few more officers with Ryan’s ability. This was a
man with whom Harper could work, even if Ryan did enjoy performing
his duties planetside.

The information in the intelligence file did
little to assuage his nerves, however. The file made him aware of
just how bad things were on Dharma VI. The survey got off to a
normal start. The research team and the holding force did the job
in spite of an ongoing feud between the two groups over priorities.
The overriding hostility of an alien world served to unite their
efforts and produce a successful operation. The chief of the
research scientific team was Professor J. Arnot Dover, the gifted
microbiologist and geneticist who terminated the last of the viral
threats in the initial outreach program. Dover reported daily to
the Waystation just beyond the orbit of the seventh planet in the
system. This base acted as a forward supply depot and customs gate.
In turn, it reported to the Terminal Gate, which had been
established well outside the system. Even a minor disruption in a
gate shift could result in disaster with planetary bodies nearby.
Gate operations required an abundance of empty space. The Gate was
a substantial installation with over a thousand inhabitants,
including the newly established rudiments of an administrative
structure for this new district. The bureaucrats were never far
behind, thought Harper, suddenly glad that his orders to Dharma had
rushed the Achilles past the Gate without much fuss or bother.

Everything proceeded smoothly until ten
years after the initial discovery, and the third year of the
survey. By this time the certification process was in its final
stages. Gigabytes of data had been collated and processed at Com
Central, and only a few minor details stood between Dharma VI and
full colonial authorization. People were already scrambling for
prospecting and squatting rights, and the AFA was taking more of
the work load from the Bureau of Exploration. Reports continued to
arrive from Dharma VI, but were given little attention, until the
trouble started.

During the final month of the survey, an
intense solar disturbance disrupted communications. When the flux
subsided, Dover came back on line with grave news for the AFA. The
research team had taken casualties. There were seven missing and
presumed dead, cause unknown. This was very unsettling news coming
from a world that had just been certified as clean by the survey
party. Three of the casualties were sustained by a single patrol
from the security Outpost. They were out on a routine security
sweep of the perimeter and did not report back. The four man search
team that went out looking for them never returned either. Seven
men had vanished without a trace. This spooked the security people
enough to clamp down and sit tight in the Safe Zone until the flux
storm subsided. Then they took “all necessary precautions” to
insure the integrity of the holding—minefields, traps,
sophisticated sensors, and an assortment of firepower on call if
needed. All further patrolling into the Wild Zone was discontinued.
Beckerman, Captain of the holding force, wanted some answers from
Dover’s people first, and Dover claimed he was unable to supply
anything without more data. The result was a stalemate, with both
sides waiting for the other to take some kind of action. Three
weeks of uneasy quiet went by, and then the solar flux reoccurred.
It lasted twice as long this time, jamming communications for
sixteen days. As a precautionary measure, Dover recorded a series
of daily log entries for transmittal when the flux lifted. When
these eventually reached the District Administrator at Dharma Gate,
the AFA contacted the Special Services Division.

Harper read through the log entries, noting
a thread of discord beginning to emerge from the routine litany of
official business. The scientists were busy analyzing some new and
unusual data, while haggling with the military over the use of the
few remote sensory ZEKE units available. In the meantime,
pandemonium was afoot in the Life Form Colony. The caged specimens
there were acting up, as though aware of some imminent danger that
had escaped the notice of their Human masters. He lingered over one
section of an entry logged by Dover.

“DAY 6: There is trouble
down here. We’ve been detecting something odd since this morning,
not on the instruments, we’ve been hearing it! I’ve digitized a
sample of the sound in the data block following this report. The
sound is in the low decibel ranges with some very discordant
harmonics. There are also overtones at wavelengths we cannot hear.
The source of the sound is unknown, but everything in the Life Form
Colony is in great distress. I have the feeling that the reactions
we have been monitoring are not simply amplified aggression in the
creatures. It’s more like an anxiety response. The things are
afraid of something. The rad flux levels were down today, and I
sent out all three ZEKE’s. They had nothing to report, and that’s
exactly what I mean, nothing! In a three hour search around the
Safe Zone they couldn’t find a single organism big enough to
record. I’m not suggesting that the native life has somehow
perished. There was ample evidence of recent habitation, but no
trace of the creatures themselves. It is my belief that some sort
of general migration must be in progress. Everything must be moving
off to the deeper canopies in the Wild Zone. None of the ZEKE’s
were out long enough to provide us with any useful information on
the source of the sound. We can’t seem to echo-locate on it, even
with all three units in triangulation. It seems to be emanating
from all around us, but we are unable to tell how far away it might
be. Beckerman sent one of his M1 units over with a message today:
“Send us back a case of summer sausage and you can use the M1 ZEKE
tomorrow.” I find it necessary to quote him on this to demonstrate
the able assistance being rendered by your security team the last
week. Data transmission follows: Dover D6-Conservator.”

Harper wondered whether or not Beckerman had
ever taken delivery of his sausages. The AFA had found this last
data block alarming. There were suddenly too many unanswered
questions about Dharma VI, questions which were just persistent
enough and annoying enough to force a recertification hearing.
Prior to the solar flux period, this had been a textbook operation.
Certification in under three years was record time. Perhaps, they
wondered, the work had been undertaken with too much haste. A mile
deep vein of myalanthus crystal had tempted the inspection officers
to push the process along, and loosened the bureaucratic knot which
normally entangled a new colony prospect. The board would have to
go on wondering for a while yet, because that was the last message
on Dover’s relay program. The next ten files were blank.

He exited the file in disgust. Army
operational gridlock, he thought to himself. He knew little about
biology, but it didn’t take an expert to realize that Dover had
missed something, and that the research team, the AFA, Ryan, and
the Achilles were suffering the results. His admiration of Ryan
increased. Why would he want to go down there, considering these
circumstances? Harper had been born in space. The thought of
spending time on a planet’s surface was discomforting to him. He
preferred the well ordered structure of a ship in space, with its
quiet chambers and reassuring walls to the uncontrolled wilderness
planetside. Perhaps this was why Beckerman hunkered down in the
Outpost instead of acting offensively?

“Captain,”
the muted voice of Ensign Gates spoke through the intercom on
Harper’s desk, “I’ve picked up a laser
pulse beam message from Lieutenant Ryan.”

“About time! What does he
say?”

“The retro units on the
LC-7 failed, and the shuttle was destroyed on entry. He sustained
no injuries, and is within a few kilometers of the Research
Station. He requests a supply drop in 24 hours.”

Harper’s worse fears were confirmed. Ever
since the ship had lost telemetry contact with Ryan’s shuttle in
the solar flux he had been waiting for news of the landing. Ryan
was alive, but they had lost the LC-7. Though he thanked his Gods
for the Lieutenant’s safety, he cursed the loss of the shuttle.
That only left them with one remaining LC-7 to recover the landing
party and conclude the operation.

“Anything else?” He suppressed his
anger, though it crept into his voice nonetheless.

“No sir. The atmospheric
disturbance is really bad. Even a laser pulse can’t carry much
information under these circumstances.”

“Any signs of the flux
weakening?”

“No, sir. I can’t even
raise the Waystation now.”

“Keep me posted. Carry on,
Ensign.”

Harper drummed his fingers on the desk, his
nervousness turning to anger once again. Who was on the duty roster
during that shuttle checkout back at Comm Central? His own people
should have checked the spacecraft more thoroughly. There was no
excuse for that type of malfunction. He would have words with
Master Chief Bailey. If evacuation of the research team was
required, he would be in a bad spot with only one shuttle at his
disposal. This entire operation was looking very shabby. Well, he
would see that the Navy did not acquiesce to the same substandard
work habits as the Army and the AFA.

He touched a button on the intercom.

“This is the Captain speaking. Weapons
Systems Officer Caruso, report to the cargo bay in one half hour.
We have a package to deliver on Dharma VI. Chief Bailey and
Executive Officer Temple report to my cabin immediately, and bring
all documentation pertaining to the checkout and preparation of the
LC-7’s. Our passenger had an accident and I want to know why the
hell it happened. Get ready people, this is no vacation cruise
we’re on.”

He relaxed in his chair for a moment,
savoring the sudden stir of activity in the hallway outside his
open door. He enjoyed passing the heat down the chain of command.
It was just one of the many pleasures he enjoyed as Captain of the
Achilles, and in the next few hours he would let his crew know just
how much he savored the pressures and responsibilities of
command.


Chapter 5

 


The visage of
the Dharman sun was pressing toward the horizon when Ryan and his
guide began their approach to the Outpost installation. The ZEKE
carefully selected a pathway across the zone, avoiding mine fields
and traps while inching through safe access corridors in the
perimeter defense system. Ryan could see that many of the mines
that had been laid on the perimeter were detonated, leaving shallow
holes in the flattened ground of the Safe Zone.

Something tried to force the perimeter! That
thought beat upon his weary mind with each laborious step he took.
The evidence began to mount as they made their way across the empty
quarters toward the Outpost tower. There were larger seared
blotches marring the soil, with explosive rays tracing away from a
central point toward every compass heading. Ryan recognized mortar
shell signatures when he saw them. The ground was disrupted. Chunks
of yellow soil were flung about and dried to desiccated lumps under
the heat of the sun. A kilometer from the Outpost a destroyed
hovercraft was tilted to one side in silence. Ryan could not
believe what he saw. One side of the craft was completely crushed,
there were deep gouges in its metal plating and the propulsion
system was torn out in a tangle of wire and metal. A closer
inspection of the weaponry indicated that the particle beam cannon
had melted due to extreme heat.

“What the hell happened
here?”

“Acknowledged.”
The ZEKE responded to his exclamation as though it were a
command, though one of the phonemes the Human used was not in its
data bank. “Holographic data available on
request.”

“Yes, and when I can get you to a
reception terminal, we’ll have a look at it!” Ryan took out his
anger and frustration on the machine. He had trudged all day in the
hope of making contact with his comrades and instead found nothing
more than a solitary roving robot and a battle scarred Outpost. The
sight of the battered assault hovercraft galvanized him. He whipped
out his short range communicator and switched it to maximum
boost.

“This is Special Services Relief Agent
Ryan to Outpost Beckerman, do you copy? Do you read, Outpost
Beckerman?” He continued to repeat the call, but the speaker
produced nothing but static in return. The anger in him contended
with fear and disbelief. How could this have happened? There was a
full platoon of Army regulars assigned to this outpost! In addition
to the heavy weapons and assault craft they could have used neural
gas, sonic disruption, even a tactical neutron warhead. What could
have forced its way across the Safe Zone against determined Human
opposition? Suddenly the light assault rifle Ryan hefted in his
sweaty grip seemed very small and feeble.

His anger won out, and he strode off toward
the Outpost, muttering to himself. The ZEKE floated behind in
silence, like a faithful dog lagging at his heels. As they drew
near to the installation Ryan saw more signs of a major conflict.
Spent shell casings and empty cartridges lay buried in the creased
soil. A crushed mortar lay nearby, its barrel snapped in two.

There were no bodies. A fight like
this had to produce casualties. Where were the dead? They had
vanished, just like the missing patrol he had read about in the
briefing files, and the rescue team that never returned. Something
had acquired a taste for Humans, and came looking for more. Ryan
pondered the uncomfortable thought that he was the rescue team now.

He reached the outer gate and saw that it
was broken and seared as though by a giant soldering iron. Ryan
studied the dark, raised welts on the door fragments. The gate
opened into a circular wall which enclosed the main complex. It was
two meters high, an inch thick, with chromium steel in the door
frame and fence posts. A high density polymer was used for the
actual fence sections, but the fence was leveled. The gate was
wrenched out of its foundation, and at no point was the barrier
intact. The dark markings on the metal told him that the garrison
had electrified the fence. Trailing coils of wire tangled through
the rubble on the ground confirmed his guess. God help them, he
thought. Whatever hit the Outpost had pushed its way clean across
the Safe Zone into the teeth of all Beckerman’s firepower. The
platoon holed up inside the Outpost, but the fence gave way. An
electrified chromium-reinforced fence was swept aside like gossamer
foil and left in a crumpled wreck.

Ryan stepped over the debris and walked
toward the Outpost entrance.

“ZEKE!”

“Acknowledged,”
the ZEKE responded.

“Reset. Circle on patrol: Radius 100
meters. Alert on contact.”

“Mission received.
Circling on patrol. Alert status one.” The ZEKE moved
off past the rounded arc of the complex and was gone. Ryan pressed
on alone. He armed his rifle and secured a second ammo cartridge on
his belt. He was getting some very uncomfortable readings from the
sensory array in his flex suit.

“Outpost Beckerman, anybody copy this?
Anyone alive in there?” The entry door was dented and smashed to
the metal flooring and, as if that were not enough, there were two
gaping holes in the wall.

His head pounding, every nerve on edge, Ryan
leapt across the open threshold. A short hallway receded into
darkness. Red tongues of light from outside the building lapped at
the walls and floor. He unzipped a side pocket and removed a
phosphor tube. With a violent shake of his wrist, he activated it
and tossed the glowing plastic container down the hallway. Its pale
green light revealed more evidence of the battle. The walls were
scarred with incendiary burns. Someone had swept a rapid pulse
laser indiscriminately here. Ryan advanced down the hall until he
reached a broken bulkhead leading to an inner chamber. He picked up
the phosphor tube and tossed it through the opening. The shadows
retreated as he leapt into the room, weapon at the ready.

This was the central receiving area for the
Outpost. A counter lined one wall, and the other opened in a row of
gaping doorways. Ryan instinctively covered them with the muzzle of
his rifle. There were irregular scraping marks and gouges on the
flooring and walls. The entire scene was riveted with impact welts
from scores of A 10 pulse rounds. It was apparent that the
fight was carried deep within the complex.

At the far wall an elevator led up to the
communications tower. Behind the counter was another opening that
led to the life support facilities. He deployed a second phosphor
tube, unwilling to lose his lighting in this central chamber. Then,
one by one, he darted through the open doors on the left. As he
expected, these rooms were all the dormitory sleeping areas for the
men of the Outpost. Accommodations were sparse, and made even less
inviting by the wanton disarray of the fixtures. All of the bunks
were careened into broken heaps on the floor, their mattresses
torn, and some scorched and burned. Lockers were battered and
crushed, the walls and flooring had the same etched groves in them
and, at last, Ryan found his first tangible evidence of the fate of
the Outpost garrison. There were dark swatches of dried blood on
the floor near the sanitation facilities at the back of the room.
The blood stains were everywhere, smeared like ghastly inkblots on
the fixtures and walls. There was no exit at this end of the
complex.

Ryan played out the horrible scene in his
mind, the men, driven inside, firing as they retreated, and slowly
backed into these constricted corners to die. What were they
fighting? What could have made such a vicious and determined
attack?

He had seen enough here. Retrieving the
phosphor tube, he retreated and began exploring the other side of
the complex through the opening behind the counter. The mess hall
was a shambles, and the galley was blown apart by high explosives.
There was considerable blast damage on the buckled walls here. Ryan
removed one of his gloves and ran a wet finger over the end of one
of the burn marks. Shifting his filter mask aside for a moment, he
tasted the charred powder burns. They must have thrown grenades
into the room from one last door lowering in a darkened corner. As
Ryan advanced on it a peculiar odor drifted to his nostrils through
the filter mask.

When he tossed the phosphor tube through the
portal, a curious warbling gurgle emanated from the room. Chills
raced down his back, even in the sweltering heat. His flex suit had
sampled the odor and shivered his frame with a sensation of fear.
He hefted the rifle to ready, and advanced. His instinct for self
preservation shouted at him to toss in a grenade first, but he
resisted the impulse. If there was something in there, he wanted to
see what it was before blasting it to pieces. Slowly, he edged
through the doorway, his senses keenly alert.

The room was awash in the milky glow of the
phosphor tube. It had landed in a pile of writhing plasma, its
green light shimmering against a glistening mass of globular
tissue. The creature undulated around the intruding mass of the
phosphor tube, and oozed away like a formless slug. Ryan flipped
his infrared visor up and squinted at the opalescent creature. He
took a step toward it, and it slithered back toward a wall, aware
of Ryan’s presence.

“Found you, bastard!” Ryan swore at
the thing on the supply floor, then he noticed that the walls and
shelving were also harboring more of the pearly, gel creatures. He
considered blasting one with his rifle, but thought it pointless to
waste a pulse round on a creature like this. It was obvious to him
that this thing could not have been responsible for the attack on
the Outpost. It must have crept in here after the fact to scavenge.
The vigilant watch on the Safe Zone was broken long ago, and other
native life forms might be migrating back into the region by
now.

There was one more stop to make before he
went out to the Engineering Bay behind the complex. Backtracking,
he made for the elevator shaft and found the sliding door slightly
ajar. Try as he might, he could not wedge it open further, but he
managed to squeeze through the crack. The elevator was at the top.
How was he going to get up to the tower now? He had a rope in his
pack, but even with a magnetic grapple there would be no room to
fling it up from inside the constricted shaft. The elevator worked
on an alternating series of electromagnets to raise and lower its
compartment, and there were no cables or other means of climbing up
from here.

Ryan retreated back through the opening. It
was time to check on the ZEKE unit. Outside, in the devastated
courtyard area, he flipped his infrared visor back into place. By
now the Dharman sun was slipping behind the horizon, and he gaped
at the wash of rose and violet against the rusty sky. In the
distance, out beyond the crater rim, he could still see the barest
tip of the glassy crystal spikes, backlit and sparkling like a
prism as the sun set behind them. In spite of its obvious horrors,
the planet displayed an awesome natural beauty.

He caught a glimpse of the ZEKE silently
circling about a hundred meters out like a tiny moon orbiting the
burned out remains of the Outpost. He assumed that it was relying
on its long range telescopic cameras for surveillance, the normal
sensory equipment being scrambled as it was by the solar flux. As
he watched the tireless robot drifting in the retreating light he
realized how terribly exhausted he was. The high energy sap had
driven his body all day in the extreme heat, but now his arms and
legs felt like sagging branches on a withered tree. He had to
sleep.

Checking his chronometer he concluded that
the Achilles would be dropping supplies in another four hours. He
would find some sheltered nook and try to rest until then. The ZEKE
would stand its faithful watch and warn of any impending trouble.
Back in the Outpost he managed to wrench a mattress loose from the
tangle of metal in one of the dorm barracks, and trundled it out
into the main room. He settled down in a protected corner and was
soon enfolded in a dreamless sleep.


Chapter 6

 


Ryan was
awakened by a dreadful racket grating against the backdrop of
quiet. His eyes fluttered open; muscles tensely alert. There was
nothing moving in the room around him and, as his sensibilities
gathered, he realized that the sound was coming from outside.
Snatching up the Tech-Rifle, he struggled up onto unsteady legs and
ran to the Outpost door.

The air was cooler now, almost comfortable.
The swirling atmosphere showed no sign of the Dharman sun, though
its light was still refracted across the dome of the sky in a dusky
twilight. The source of the sound was overhead, a long wail
descending on the wind. Ryan strained his gaze upward. Noting a dim
heat signature through his infrared visor. The supply module from
the Achilles was making its landing approach.

The module was a self-piloted device encased
in a hard shell which enabled it to survive the heat of re-entry.
Once the computers on board the mother ship determined the
trajectory, it would cascade down like a meteor and fire a braking
thruster until its parachute deployed. The roar he heard was the
retro unit firing to slow the module’s descent.

“Nothing wrong with that one,” he
mused as the signature became more defined. He could see the
deployed parachute as the module fluttered down below the shelf of
upper level winds and into the dense lower layer of the Dharman
atmosphere. It would be a near miss. The module would fall a
kilometer south of the Outpost.

“Here comes breakfast!” he shouted,
picking up his satchel. Then he heard another warning siren, rising
and falling in a rapid rhythm. It was the ZEKE sentry sounding an
urgent call. His frame was shaken in a moment of anxiety as his
flex suit received the ZEKE’s warning impulse and reinforced the
urgency of the moment with a tangible sensation of
anxiety.

Ryan emerged from the broken shell of
the Outpost to see the robot floating rapidly toward him. Its
synthesized voice bleated out a report: “Alert status one. Airborne contact now bearing at 047
degrees of arc.”

“At ease. The contact is friendly.
Return to ground patrol duty.”

“Acknowledged.”
The ZEKE floated away as though nothing had
happened.

Ryan was relieved to realize that it
had all been a false alarm, but the trace of adrenaline resulting
from his suit stimulus was still unnerving. He thought for a moment
and then slid open a panel on his belt buckle. While it was
standard protocol to rely on sensory augmentation from his suit in
any alien environment, he wanted to feel the situation through
himself. The suit was suddenly becoming an annoyance to him. It was
stressful enough without the jarring emotional warnings every ten
minutes. He toggled it off, irritated by the error trapping reflex
when the suit’s programming whispered a vocal statement in his
headset: ‘You are terminating flex suit
augmentation. Are you certain you wish to proceed?’
Ryan confirmed his action, passing a brief moment of
discomfort as he adjusted to his new condition. At first he felt a
bit naked, and realized that much of the time the suit had also
been feeding him impulses designed to reassure and calm, even as it
warned him of perceived danger. Now he could rely on his own
instincts, but the reduction in sensory input would require some
adjustment time.

He shifted his filter mask and sniffed at
the atmosphere, comparing the unaided sensation to his prior
experiences here. He was immediately reassured. “Better,” he
whispered to himself, feeling suddenly lightened and unencumbered.
There were times when you just had to put the technology aside and
rely on simple Human instincts and reflexes. He was soon quite
comfortable again, and turned his attention to the falling supply
module.

It was falling some distance away, out on
the featureless surface of the Safe Zone. The last thing he felt
like doing was walking across that open plain to intercept the
module. He would have to make several trips if he wanted to move
its supply store here to the Outpost. It dawned on him that there
might be a vehicle in the Engineering Bay! He was overcome by
fatigue before searching that area yesterday. Now that he was
rested, he started off around the building complex, still
astonished by the extent of the damage.

The Engineering Bay fared no better than the
rest of the buildings. The main door was wide open, equipment was
overturned, tools were scattered on the floor, and cables and
building materials were lashed together as though some attempt was
made to construct a barricade. There was no sign of any life here,
but a dried stain near one wall recalled the blood he saw in the
barracks. There were three vehicles in the maw of the Engineering
Bay. One of them was the second assault hovercraft, its front
paneling and operator cockpit smashed to pieces. Another was a
large mobile crane tipped to one side. It was blackened and charred
by explosives and fire. The last was more promising, a land rover,
damaged, but still reasonably intact.

There were two round polymer tires in the
front of the vehicle, both dented, but sound enough to function as
wheels. The condition of the propulsion tracks in the rear was also
satisfactory. The transparent windshield was cracked, and fragments
had spilled into the control cabin. He climbed inside, and engaged
the starter. A low tone reverberated from the status panel, and a
malfunction warning light blinked.

“Of course,” Ryan said, exasperated.
He climbed out of the vehicle and wedged open the engine
compartment. Aside from some smoke residue, everything looked
normal. He would have to pull the engine panel and test the circuit
patching, a lengthy process, but at least the tools were near at
hand. After a drawn out search he located a flinching pin,
diagnostic probe, and a few spare processing nodes. He went to
work, using a phosphor tube to light the dim
compartment.

Rotating two flat screws with the
flinching pin, he removed the front panel. There was a metal tong
clipped to the inside of the panel. He brushed away a layer of soot
and grime, which revealed a label. “WARNING: Disable mainline switch before handling primary
circuit panel.” Now where was the mainline switch? He
located a silver toggle, flipped it to negative and two blinking
red lights which were fluttering in a steady rhythm went
out.

Carefully, he inserted the metal tong until
it levered against a pin at the base of the primary circuit panel.
The unit slid out from the interior of the engine. Rows of gilded
processing nodes grinned at him in a confused maze of delicately
fused electronic components. He took his diagnostic probe and began
testing the nodes individually. As he did so the wand changed
colors to indicate the condition of the component: green for good,
yellow for marginal, and red for bad. He had to replace three nodes
before he was satisfied. Carefully, he remounted the unit and front
panel. Like a surgeon who had just completed a successful
operation, he rubbed his gloved hands together and smiled with
pleasure.

“I could take one of these things
apart in my sleep,” he said smugly as he climbed quickly back into
the cabin. This time when he pressed the starter, nothing happened
at all. He realized he had forgotten to enable the main board power
switch.

Sliding back out of the cabin, he suddenly
heard the ZEKE’s shrill siren once again. It rose and fell in a
peculiar whine, growing more resonant as the ZEKE sped towards the
Outpost. Ryan kicked an aluminum supply case out of the way as he
headed back out toward the yawning entrance of the Engineering
Bay.

“Didn’t I tell you it was alright,
damnit?” The ZEKE was at it again. At least he didn’t have to
contend with the added adrenaline rush of his suit augmentation.
“Look, it’s just a supply module...”

“Alert status one.
Perimeter contact at 072 degrees.”

“Perimeter contact! That thing fell
well inside the Safe Zone.” Ryan terminated his lecture as the
meaning of the ZEKE’s words struck home. The ZEKE wasn’t referring
to the supply module at all. There was something out there on the
edge of the zone. The ZEKE must have observed it with its long
range camera. Ryan ran outside and panned the horizon, but could
see nothing in the empty reach of the Safe Zone receding toward the
horizon. The ZEKE followed him, hovering at his side.

“Report.” Ryan ordered, granting the
robot a measure of respect.

“Contact mobile at 075
degrees. Range approximate, three point four
kilometers.”

Ryan slid his telescope viewer out of a side
pocket in his flex suit and scanned again. Something was out there,
a dark and blotted shape near the rise of the crater where the ZEKE
first found him. It was masked in a heat sheen and he could not
make out what it was, but assumed it to be massive if it was
visible from this distance.

“Can you identify the
contact?”

“Negative. No data on
file.”

“Is the contact closing on this
position?”

The ZEKE’s lens whirred as it altered
its focus. “Range diminishing. Heading
unknown.”

“Range now?” Ryan wanted to gauge the
contact speed

“Range approximately three
point three kilometers, and diminishing.”

It was moving at a steady pace, but was not
fast enough to be a vehicle or hovercraft. He could send the ZEKE
out for a closer look, or he could go himself in the land rover. He
put his curiosity aside, favoring the business at hand. He was not
ready to move north just yet. Eventually, he knew he would have to
venture into the Wild Zone. But for now he had to finish up
operations here, and get to the supply module. Was the contact
hostile? He reasoned the situation out. The traps and minefields
should still be in place out there. That thing was bound to run
into one soon and he almost half expected to hear the echo of an
explosion at any time.

“ZEKE, close on the contact. Obtain
image data. Report back to this position on completion.”

“Acknowledged.”
The unit hummed away toward the horizon, a quiet gliding disk
hugging the ground.

“I’d like to come along,” Ryan said
after it, “but as you can see, the place is a mess.” His humor
reasserted itself, easing the tension of the alert. He still wanted
to check out the tower before he moved toward the supply module to
the south. That was right on the way to his next objective, the
Science Conservatory at the other end of the Safe Zone. Running
back to the Engineering Bay, he shouldered his rifle and rounded up
a magnetic grappling hook. He would have to climb up to the top of
the tower from the outside. From there he would also have a better
perspective on the contact.

The tower was a slate obelisk, rising fifty
feet over the complex. There was an observation deck near the top
which looked like a good prospect for the grappling hook. After
three tries he managed to anchor it on the exposed railing, and
began an exhausting climb up the side of the tower. Walking was
hard enough, but the climb drained his strength like water wrung
from a sponge. By the time his gloved hand grasped the walkway
railing he was nearly spent. It was all he could do to heave
himself up on the platform.

A loud distant crack reverberated from the
horizon. Landmine! Ryan craned his neck around to look to the
northeast. His view was much better from this elevation. The
temperature signature of the contact was now clear in his infrared
visor. It was embroiled near a seething heat flash from the
exploded mine.

“Ha!” Ryan gasped, his chest still
heaving with the exertion of the climb. A small satisfaction swept
over him, a brief reprisal for the men of Outpost Beckerman. The
mine had probably finished it off. He would sortie out to
investigate the carcass when he finished his work here.

He settled his breathing down, slinging his
rifle to a ready position. There was still the matter of the sealed
tower to resolve. Cautiously, he moved along the walkway at a
crouch until he reached the outline of a hatch entry. He examined
it thoroughly before touching it. There was no sign of any damage
or attempt to force it from the outside. The latch gave way under
his clenched fist, and the hatch opened a crack. There was a
sibilant hiss as air escaped from the inside. Ryan coughed, and
nearly gagged on the smell. Even through the filter mask the reek
of decomposition assaulted him to the point of nausea.

He backed away from the entrance, reaching
around for the oxygen bottle to clear the vile odor from his
nostrils. The cleansing wash of the cool gas restored him. He
remembered the elevator, stuck at the top. This would have been
their last refuge, he thought. If there were any survivors, they
would have holed up here. Brandishing his rifle, he kicked the
hatch open with a sudden blow.

“Anyone in there?” he shouted. The
muted echo of his own voice rebounded from the shadowed interior of
the tower. The stench wafted out at him again. With a flick of his
wrist he flung a phosphor tube into the chamber. Taking one last
breath of clean air, be bolted through the opening. Something
brushed against his right shoulder, and Ryan spun violently around
and fired by reflex. The muzzle flash of his rifle drove the
shadows further into the recesses of the chamber, and the sharp
concussion of the weapon in these closed quarters jarred
him.

The exploding round sent fragments of tissue
and bone splattering in every direction. At the extreme close
range, the target was blown apart by the sheer velocity of the
projectile. Ryan recoiled against the hatchway, eyes wide.

The ghastly scene in the chamber enshrouded
him like the choking smell which pervaded the room. He had just
blown off the top half of a moldering corpse, jostled by the
headlong force of his entry. Scattered around the floor, their
bodies contorted in twisted, unnatural poses, were four more
corpses, all in various stages of decomposition. Decayed flesh
exposed the chalky white bone beneath gaunt faces. Though his
immediate instinct was to retreat from the horrid scene, Ryan
mastered it and stooped to look more closely at the nearest
corpse.

The smell! He flipped his infrared visor up
to get a better look at the contorted body. The flex suit ID read:
“Jacobs PFC.” A silvery gel festered out from a wound in the man’s
side. The smell! He backed away, shielding the mesh of the filter
mask with his gloved hand. As revulsion shook his frame, he made
one last survey of the room. The central control console was
nearby. The log disc, he thought, stepping toward the device. The
instrumentation on the panel was dark and silent, but he located
the manual eject lever on the recorder. A silver disc, three inches
in diameter, popped from a slit in the panel. He pocketed it
quickly, and then retreated, shaken by the scene in the
chamber.

He had no time to think about it. The ZEKE’s
warning siren cut through the air again. The unit was bolting back
toward the tower, and so was something else. Ryan gaped out across
the rutted Safe Zone and saw what looked like a giant insect
scraping forward on jointed legs. It was far off, but was moving
steadily toward the installation. As it moved, it made a dry
rattle, which vibrated at a peculiar pitch.

“Alert status one. Extreme
caution advised.” The ZEKE had reached the exact spot
where Ryan had first sent it away, hovering near the open door of
the Engineering Bay. He realized that the mine explosion had not
stopped the alien contact. Instinctively, Ryan sighted down the
barrel of his rifle. The laser targeting beam acquired the range.
He squeezed off a pulse round and watched as the projectile arrowed
out toward the creature leaving a scarlet tracer. It struck home
and exploded. The creature reared up on its four backmost legs, and
the rattling vibration intensified. A long probing appendage
sampled the air as the thing swayed back and forth. Then it slumped
down with an audible thump and hurtled forward toward the
Outpost.

“Great idea,” Ryan said aloud. It was
time to move out. In one fluid motion he shouldered the rifle and
cinched his belt clip onto the climbing cable. Stepping over the
railing, he thrust away from the side of the tower with a kick, and
rappelled rapidly toward the ground. Though the tensile cord guided
his descent, he misjudged the increased gravity and barely had the
strength to rein in on the rope to break his fall. With a jolt he
banged against the siding plates of the lower building, scraping
his left knee. Ryan winced with the pain and tumbled to a heap on
the ground.

He strained up onto his feet, glancing over
his shoulder to the northeast. The Dharman sun was now inching back
up over the horizon. In the background it silhouetted the
irregular, hedgy outline of vegetation. The Wild Zone was wreathed
in a blue haze and dappled with the orange dawn. In the foreground
a dark monstrosity was backlit against the glowing sky, its sharply
jointed legs jabbing like thorns into the terrain. It was close,
perhaps 200 meters out. The vibrating scratch of its movement
dominated the silent air.

Ryan set off at a limping run for the
Engineering Bay, stooping to scoop up his satchel as he loped into
the entrance. “Trouble, ZEKE!” he called to the hovering unit. He
picked his way across the jumble of the Engineering Bay and jumped
onto the land rover to jam his thumb against the starting button.
The vehicle sat in lifeless silence.

Then he remembered the power switch.

“Range to contact 100
meters.” The ZEKE calmly updated its
report.

Ryan lurched back out of the land rover, his
knee weakening from the extra stress. Frantically, he searched for
the tiny linchpin that would enable him to get the access panel
open. He was down on all fours, pawing through the grimy rubble on
the floor. It was nowhere. For a fraction of a second he
contemplated shooting off the panel bolts with his rifle, but he
could not risk damaging the delicate components behind them. Then
he reached into his right pocket and pulled out the linchpin. He
was a creature of habit. The panel was off in a matter of seconds,
and Ryan leaned in to slap the silver toggle switch tersely with
his gloved hand.

“Contact at 70 meters and
advancing,” the ZEKE reported again. Ryan was running
out of time. As he slammed the panel back into place and raced for
the cabin he could smell the creature, a fetid musty odor, worse
than rotten eggs. The rattling clamor of the alien echoed through
the Engineering Bay.

This time when Ryan hit the starter button
the status panel resounded with a long, unbroken tone. The green
power indicator light appeared, then dimmed. Ryan closed his eyes.
If one of the replacement nodes failed to take its data
burn...there was a three second pause, then the engine thrummed to
life, its turbine turning over in an ascending whine. He engaged
the treads and stomped on the accelerator. With a creaking scrape,
the rear tracks bit into the flooring and propelled the vehicle
forward.

The land rover bucked over the mass of
rubble in the bay, crushing an empty crate as it passed into the
open. The alien creature was nearly on top of him, rearing up on
thick, briny hind legs. Its multi-sectioned abdomen was bowed by
its own weight. Spiked appendages bristled from its fore section
and a rough mantle of hide was stretched over the sharply etched
outline of its skeletal structure. A seething rattle shook the air,
and one of the creature’s hind legs seemed to emit a fetid black
vapor.

“ZEKE, follow!” Ryan yelled over the
din. Then he jolted the land rover into full power and tried to
break past the towering mass of the monstrosity as it dove for the
vehicle. The ZEKE barely avoided the sweeping lunge of the
alien—the land rover did not. It was wrenched off the ground by a
violent force, the twin treads sputtering in the air. The creature
had seized it in a tri sectioned set of jaws, two bony
clampers compressing the upper canopy of the vehicle from either
side, and a third crushing from above. Ryan bent forward as the
roofing began to buckle, then he caught the blinding flash of a
yellow, streaking light. There was a crackling arc of energy and
the searing smell of ozone. ZEKE had fired its laser directly into
the jaw of the creature.

With an angry growl the creature let go of
the land rover and swayed to confront the tiny robot on its flank.
Ryan felt the tracks of his vehicle grind into the soil again and
it jumped forward. As the land rover moved, ZEKE darted away on a
parallel course.

Ryan looked over his shoulder. He was
already pulling away as the land rover’s magnetic turbine fed
steady power to the propulsion tracks. The ZEKE was keeping pace
with him about ten meters to the right. As he was letting out a
sigh of relief, the land rover shuddered under a driving impact, as
if a hail of gravel was flung against its metal exterior. The
polyglass rear view port, which was cracked by the creature’s
initial attack, was shattered by a score of tiny barbed objects,
which burst into the rear of the cabin. One was imbedded in the
Mylar coated headrest, only inches from Ryan’s helmet.

The pursuing creature, seeing that its prey
was escaping, had flung a cluster of organic burrs at the land
rover. It was a lethal sting, intended to paralyze and halt its
intended meal until it could close the distance once again. But the
metal vehicle, riddled and bent as it was, did not succumb to the
venom. Ryan had escaped. He drove flat out, the blood red sun
burning in the wake of his dusty trail.

Eventually the oval shape of the supply
module appeared ahead. Ryan turned to starboard, and the ZEKE
matched the maneuver smartly, arcing in a graceful bend. They
reached the module in another minute and ground to a halt. Ryan
leapt out of the cabin, coming down hard on the injured left knee.
It gave way, spilling his lanky frame in an ignominious heap on the
ground. The ZEKE drifted over, its visual camera whirring as it
focused on the Human. It seemed to be inspecting him very
closely.

“Don’t worry,” Ryan said, “I just
tripped over my own big feet, that’s all. But that was sure some
little surprise you pulled back there ZEKE! I didn’t know you had
it in you!”

The robot’s vocal processor sifted through
Ryan’s elated stream of words but it could discern no clear command
sequence structure in the sentences.

“Standing by,”
ZEKE chimed, still watching the Human closely. The unit had
noticed a tiny animated barnacle crawling along the back of Ryan’s
shoulder. As the Human struggled to his feet the ZEKE quickly
deployed its specimen probe, a slender metallic shaft that slid out
and whisked the barbed object from Ryan’s flex suit. The clamping
end of the probe constricted, and crushed the needle ridden thorn.
Ryan stared at the ZEKE as its probe began to retract.

“Wait!” he shouted, flipping up his
visor. He squinted at the residual mass at the tip of the probe. It
was like an animated bone spur. How could it move? He cast his arms
about, searching his body more of the objects. He was clean, but
the back of the land rover was peppered with the tiny burrs. Off in
the distance, the dim silhouette of the thing that had launched
them was taking shape again. He watched the crawling bones as they
inched over the back of the rover. One by one, the movement ceased
and the barbs froze into a calcified mass. They lost their grip on
the metallic surfaces and clattered off to the ground.

“What is that thing?” he asked,
pointing out to the shape on the horizon.

“Identity now confirmed as
Asectovorus Gigantus.”

“Data?”

“New entry. Type F
foraging pathfinder. Threat classification 1A. Extreme caution
advised.”

“You got that right,” Ryan interrupted
the data output, and the ZEKE deferred, its vocal processor
immediately switching to a listen mode. Ryan wanted to ask the ZEKE
if this was the thing that had ravaged the Outpost. It certainly
seemed to have a single minded aggressive aim—Very hostile; the
type of beast the security teams had to hit hard. Total
eradication, that was the only way to deal with that kind of
monster. Wipe it forever from the face of the world, and never let
another of its kind struggle back up the evolutionary chain again.
He flipped his infrared visor back down to get a look at its
signature. He could only imagine what impression the sensory array
in his flex suit would have fed him, and was glad for the decision
to turn it off.

“Contact range?”

“Range approximate, 870
meters and diminishing.”

“A persistent little bastard, isn’t
it!”

“Please
repeat.”
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