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Chapter
1

 


SEC 18:20 Hours, 0520-2085:
Dharma Waystation Facility

 


“You want my
opinion, I'll say it was a mistake to send
this SS man in from the very first.” Simonsen sipped at the edge of
a cup of lukewarm coffee to wash his last words down. Twenty-two
centuries of development and they still haven't figured out how to
keep a cup of coffee warm! Damn annoying, just like this whole
affair.

He was a thin man, dressed in a drab,
gray suit that seemed to surround him like plastic, its unwrinkled
surface blending him into the colorless background of the
conference room. His hair was equally nondescript, meticulously
combed and smoothed back on his head with a slight sheen of gel.
His beady eyes seemed to gleam from under a wide, pale forehead,
and they were the only sign of life in his otherwise expressionless
face. The eyes shifted about, chased by his thoughts above a long,
thin nose. They betrayed a hint of annoyance with their shiftless
movement, but carried the impression of someone who was constantly
calculating, in an almost devious way, with their agitated
movement.

Simonsen
was annoyed. The
incident on Dharma VI was not entirely unexpected, but anything
that disturbed the bureaucratic rhythm of his life was unwelcome.
He was hustled out of bed on a moment's notice when the report came
in. Hours later he was ready for a twelve parsec gate shift in a
courier node, an experience he had come to loathe. He was now safe
on the Waystation orbiting just beyond the seventh in a family of
ten planets that made up the Dharman System. The Terminal Gate, where he had arrived four days ago, was
out beyond the farthest planet where the mass of planetary bodies
could not interfere with the gate shift. It had taken him that long
to navigate in to the orbit of the seventh planet by courier
shuttle. Gate shifting needed a lot of space at the receiving
end.

A Jump Gate was a massive
energy slingshot capable of hurling a spacecraft across the vacant
parsecs of space to a distant location. That was the simple
version. In actuality, 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. 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. Thankfully, the
Terminal Gate outside the system had provided a clear beacon for
his shift. He still couldn't believe he
was here in one piece, however, not after what happened to the
container ships.

Simonsen shuddered at the thought. The
whole shift pattern just fell apart, or so they explained it now.
Probably too much mass in the first place and, with the calibration
off a micron or two... Forty billion dollars worth of equipment out
floating around in space when it should be pulling crystal on
Dharma VI.

Dharma VI was a class 1 Federal
Holding which 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, a security outpost, and significant of little more to the
bureaucracy that discovered it twenty years earlier. As the favored
son in Dharman system, it had been the only prospect that had
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 +180
degrees were bearable for humans and their enterprising curiosity.
But all was not well on Dharma VI. That much was certain. For an
AFA Director to be dispatched to the scene of any colony prospect
before final certification was very unusual, Simonsen
knew.

At least they fixed the
star gate in time for his
little excursion. That was one small consolation
he could extract from the situation. If he couldn't straighten the
rest of this mess out soon he was as good as dead anyway,
professionally speaking. His whole career was riding on this now.
The decisions he made as the direct representative of the AFA, the
Administration for Frontier Affairs, would decide the fate of this
fledgling colony prospect once and for all. He stared at the
remnant of coffee in his cup, thinking of all the other factors
riding in the balance now. It was more than his career; more than
the economic prospects the AFA might realize from this colony on
Dharma VI. The events unfolding on the planet had darker
implications which were far more serious—and some smart ass Special
Services Lieutenant was botching everything up!

“The SS have too much
authority. I know, we gave it to them, for good reasons, but I
sometimes wonder if they aren't more trouble now than anything
else.”

Commodore Tico didn't react. He was an
older man, but still solid and trim in his navy officer’s uniform.
The insignia of command on his shoulder pauldrons seemed a natural
and obvious addition to the man. The gray hair, almost white at the
temples, colored him with a sense of character and just the right
touch of conservatism that one would expect in a command level
officer. He was staring at the briefing file with flinty eyes, as
if he was trying to decipher some tricky code or blurred
passage.

Tico saw this trouble
coming long ago, but never thought it would get this far out of
hand. Director Simonsen was right. What was an SS man doing out
here on a navy Frigate if there wasn't something wrong? He knew the
Captain of the Achilles well, and served with him back at COMCENT
for three years before he got his commission. Ray Harper was the
kind of man that got things done and never cared much for the
credit. He had sense—good common horse sense, and he knew his
business well. Certainly the SS had a reputation for extravagant
and unusual solutions to the AFA's problems, but Harper would have
balked at this whole thing long ago if there wasn't something
really serious going on. So there was something serious going on at
Dharma VI, and now this agency man was going to stick his nose in
and raise hell! He could see it written all over Simonsen's face.
The man was a bureaucrat from head to toe. He was going to find
life here on the Waystation miserable compared to the tailored
elegance of his office at COMCENT. Just my bad luck, thought Tico.
Now he had to wet-nurse Simonsen on top of everything else he had
to worry about.

“There hasn't been an
E-One called for eight years, did you know that Commodore?”
Simonsen was lying, but Tico wouldn't find out anything he didn't
want him to know. He put the coffee aside with a look of
displeasure on his pallid features. No sugar! The Director hated
artificial sweeteners.

“Now this SS Lieutenant,
a Lieutenant mind
you, goes and calls a priority one emergency quarantine for the
hottest colony prospect in the district. That's one hell of a way
to do business. Doesn't the navy realize what's at stake here? Do
you people think we just build these outposts for sport?” He would
start with the basics. Talk dollars and make sense. Until he knew
more about the events on Dharma VI he would have to play the part
of the aggrieved capitalist.

“This Captain Harper on
the Drop-Ship—what was it called?”

“Achilles, sir, a Series
Two Frigate.” Tico corrected as he informed.

“Yes, well doesn't this
captain have any brains in his head? Where was he when this SS man
started this lunacy?”

“From what I've been able
to determine, Captain Harper was incapacitated when the E-One was
called. Harper is a good man—no question about that. If he couldn't
stand his watch, then he was really hurting.”

“Incapacitated.” Simonsen
let the word stick in his throat. “Well, this whole operation is
exactly that, isn't it Commodore? Who was in charge on the
scene—Fletcher! Now he’s not even a officer of the line, if I’m not
mistaken. Container ship captain, yes? You let Fletcher go in on an
assignment like this?”

“His was the only ship
that made it anywhere close to the system.” Tico defended himself.
“What was I supposed to do, relieve the man sight unseen because
he's been hauling freight for the last fifteen years? You've got to
get this situation into proper perspective Mr. Simonsen, with all
due respect, sir. Remember that communications were down from the
moment Achilles first made orbit. That was why she was sent out
here in the first place! The outpost on Dharma goes dead quiet for
a month. I follow standard procedure and report it”

“Yes, but you could have
launched a shuttle to investigate.”

“I gave that order myself,
sir., but we received a message to hold for the arrival of this
Lieutenant Ryan. So I’ll remind you that I didn't pick the man,
sir. Next thing I know I'm getting a message that says the whole
colony is turned upside down by some ‘unknown alien contact.’
That's exactly what it says here.” He gestured to the briefing file
on his lap, rattling through the plastic pages as he went on.
“Well, it certainly seemed a bit far fetched, but I figured Harper
would sort things out and square this report one way or
another.”

“You figured wrong!”
Simonsen was angry now, and he snatched the briefing file away from
Tico and turned his back on him. “Harper goes down to bail out this
SS man, then this lunatic Beckerman tries to hijack the Frigate.
Lord! What in blazes is wrong with these Captains? Don't they give
these men any training at all? How in the name of God do you get a
commission and then go off and do something like
that?”

“He's army property,” Tico
washed his hands of Beckerman. “I can't speak for him one way or
another, sir.”

“But you will speak for
Fletcher, won't you Commodore? He's dead—some one has to.” Simonsen
was looking over his shoulder at the Waystation Commander now, a
sarcastic expression on his face as he spoke. He turned, handing
the briefing file back. “Alright, your Captain Harper is wounded in
action on the surface. Fletcher arrives in the container ship just
in time to stop this Beckerman from pulling off his heist of
a navy combat vessel.” He leaned heavily on those last words to drive home the
seriousness of the matter. “At least Fletcher does
something right. The
minute he gets on the ground his whole operation comes unglued. He
wastes an LC-9 in the first few hours and the rest is done with
mirrors. The man is lucky he's dead! I'd have him up on charges
otherwise.”

Tico couldn't help but be amused by
that last remark. He wondered which was the worst fate, death or an
inquisition headed by Simonsen and the other AFA Directors in
charge of the Dharma project. There was a long pause while the
Director caught his breath. He paced about, walking from the view
port back to the console near Tico's chair. The Commodore was the
first to break the silence.

“Well, something is
definitely hostile on Dharma Six, Director. Let me read you a few
interesting facts, the kind of facts you people on the supply side
might like to know about. army... They had a full holding company,
that's one hundred and twenty men on the ground, along with three
HC-111 assault hovercraft and all the usual ordinance to go with
'em. We've got two survivors—exactly two! That's all that's left of
the garrison. Then comes the navy... Fletcher takes in over fifty
men, Marines and all, with a full Decom Squad attached. He
reoccupies Beckerman's outpost. Over the next eight hours they
discharged sixteen thousand, one-hundred and forty-two rounds.
That's what's on the quartermaster's supply requisition. A waste of
good ammunition, because Fletcher's people can't hold on the ground
either. Let me ask you one simple question, Director. If that isn't
some kind of emergency, what is?”

Simonsen knew he wasn't getting this
investigation off to a very good start. It was standard procedure
to come in and blow smoke and fire up the local chief's tail pipes
to let him know who was in charge. But fact were facts. There were
over 150 men dead on Dharma VI, and that was more casualties than
the entire division had taken in space for the last ten years,
officially speaking. There were things that didn't get into the
books, of course, and he had the uncomfortable feeling that Dharma
VI would have to be one of them. He pinched that spot on the bridge
of his long, thin nose that always seemed to throb at times like
this. He was probably still a little woozy from the gate
shift.

“Alright Commodore,” he
eased off on the local man. Facts were facts. “But there is still
this last report that we have to consider now. What's this about
this business of a bio-hazard reported on Dharma VI?”

“We don't have much on
that yet, sier, and we can't move our people in until someone on
that end gives us clearance.”

“No one has reached the
Waystation since this report?”

“No sir, they are still
all on the container ship orbiting number six.”

“And you've been
just sitting on
this thing?”

“I don't
write the regulations,
Director, but you people make us swear up and down to follow the
damn things. So that's what I do, especially in a situation like
this with everybody losing their heads. E-1 quarantine means hands
off, under penalty of death. Nobody goes out to Dharma VI; nobody
leaves. Until that changes all I've got is the comm-link and the
information coming in from Harper on the 108.”

“And that is?”

“Here, sir.” Tico offered
the briefing file back, clearly annoyed, but Simonsen refused
it.

“I've read that drivel,
but we need more. We need confirmation. I can’t be expected to
decide a matter of this magnitude based solely on the opinion of a
common Lieutenant—SS man or not. Alright Commodore, you want
clearance? I'm your clearance. Yes, we have a problem here, no
question about it. But what have we got on the scene? One wounded
Captain, one lunatic Captain, one dead Captain, and an SS Lieutenant
with delusions of grandeur! We need someone out there who can take
charge, and I’m appointing you, as senior officer in the
system.”

Tico took a deep breath. All his life
he had been the kind of man to do just that—take charge. He made
Commodore in just under seven years when most were still scrabbling
for a Captaincy and chasing Senator's daughters for any edge they
could get. He was accustomed to command, and he didn't like this
civilian authority breathing down his neck one bit. Still, as he
valued his own authority, he grew to respect it in others. Simonsen
was one of the top three Directors in this branch of the AFA.
Civilian or not, he was the head honcho on any outpost he set foot
on. The Commodore pursed his lips and shifted uneasily in his
chair. “Are you ordering me to violate the quarantine,
Director?”

Simonsen smiled. “We'll
make it simple, Commodore. I don't want you dead like those others,
but I do want
some sensible answers to the questions in this briefing file. It’s
obvious that we aren't going to get them out here on the
Waystation. Now, on my authority I am issuing you a variance on
this quarantine. We need outside contact for a second assessment
and confirmation—particularly in regards to this bi-hazard threat.
Is that understood?”

Tico looked from the briefing file to
Simonsen, and back to the file again. When all else fails, he
thought, you could always fall back on one thing in the navy. He
raised his hand and snapped off a lifeless salute. “Aye, Aye, Mr.
Director, Sir,” he said with some disdain, and set the file on the
console.

Simonsen was rubbing a cramp from the
back of his thin neck. “You don't have to like me, Commodore.
Nobody does, I suppose.” He looked for a chair, settling his wiry
frame into the seat with a sigh. His pressed, gray suit bent
without wrinkling, and he seemed to blend into the molded seat,
becoming a part of it, molded plastic, standard administrative
issue. “Now, let’s go over a few of these details before you leave.
What about the other two container ships?”

“Word is they fell out of
the shift pattern. They've probably sent back a fly by now to give
COMCENT a fix on their position. Standard procedure is to continue
on to the intended target if they have emerged beyond the half way
point. Otherwise they'll return to COMCENT.”

Simonsen knew exactly where the other
ships were, but he wanted to see what the Commodore had learned.
Normal communications over the great distances of space could take
years, light years in fact, before they would be received by
anyone. The radio was archaic technology now, suitable only for
short range communications within star systems where the faster
than light gate-shifting generators could not be used. A “fly” was
navy slang for a small message capsule. The container ships were
big enough to house a field distortion generator capable of
creating a warp field for these low mass objects. COMCENT had a
wide net dispersion grid deployed to act as a massive cosmic target
for the capsules. The container ships could sling the capsules out
to a range of 30 parsecs. The low mass for the capsules made them
very accurate and, from time to time, they would emerge from their
mini-shift and be detected by the sensitive dispersion grid, like
flies caught in the delicate electronic webbing. The last two
container ships slated for Dharma VI fell out of their shift
pattern after covering only 22% of their intended journey. They
were ordered back to COMCENT two days ago. Just as well, Simonsen
thought.

“And what about the
Achilles, a frigate you say?”

“They had to use their
main jump engines to break out of a decaying orbit. The astrogation
module was damaged, so it was a blind jump, sir. No telling where
they ended up, though it’s probably not too far.”

“They haven't reported in
yet?”

“Well, we haven't heard
anything yet, sir. Remember that the solar flux is still pretty bad
here. We've been using laser pulse communications for the last
week. Broad band stuff gets lost in the wash when the flux is high,
as it is now, sir.”

“Who's on that
ship?”

Tico reached for his latest briefing
notes. “Let’s see... Ship's Chief Bailey, his Engineering
Assistant, Willis and a pilot off the 108. They have one LC-7
shuttle with them to use as a lifeboat in case they can't repair
the damage to the frigate. Harper says this Chief knows his
business, but the real genius for this sort of repair work was
listed as MIA.”

“You mean this Gates
woman?”

“Yes sir, Ensign Gates was
the Astrogator. She ferried in the LC-7 when Harper went down to
extract the SS man. She was the only person they didn't account for
after the evacuation.”

Simonsen seemed lost in thought. “And
Lieutenant Ryan went back down to look for this woman? Violating
the very E-1 quarantine he himself called?”

“He took the Wizzo off
Achilles and a squad of Marines with him. They managed to get some
vehicles running down there to facilitate the search.”

“You'll pardon my civilian
ignorance, Commodore, but what in God’s name is a
Wizzo?”

“W.S.O., Director. It
stands for Weapons Systems Operator.”

“I see. It seems the
Lieutenant isn't taking any chances this time, though I can’t
imagine what difference a single man would make if the army lost
over a hundred men on the ground here.”

“Yes. From this initial
report, sir, I wouldn't go back with anything less than a full
battalion of Colonial Marines, given the information we have so
far. But there were only two squads and the Decom unit on DSC-108.
Just as well. I don't want our people on the ground at all there,
if I can possibly avoid it.”

“The Ensign is probably
dead in any case. I agree with you Commodore. Get them all back on
the container ship.”

“That’s the trouble, sir.”
Said Tico. “Given this E-1 quarantine status, if I bring anyone up
from the surface now they compromise any ship they board. In fact,
if we play this by the book, the container ship is already
compromised, since it was boarded by this Lieutenant
Ryan.”

Simonsen folded his hands, thinking
for a moment. “Indeed,” he said quietly. “That’s certainly another
wrinkle in all this, yes?” He gave the Commodore a wan smile.
“Suppose you ley me hands that for the time being, Commodore. Just
get me confirmation on this Lieutenant’s report. It mat turn out
that it was much adieu about nothing, in which case we have no
problem concerning the container ship at all.”

His eyes narrowed with the
satisfaction that he at least knew where all the pieces were in the
game he was about to play—all but the Achilles. “Very well,
Commodore, get out there and conduct your investigation. I'll
expect your report by the end of the week. Interview everyone who
was on the planet. By all means, quarantine any survivors of the
original garrison. Find out whatever you can about this bio-hazard
and note it as an attachment to the Lieutenant's original
report.”

“I'll code it red,
sir.”

Simonsen thought. “No, just label it
restricted. No need to clog up the system with more top secret
garbage.” He gave Tico a nod, indicating he was finished. Then one
last thought returned. “Commodore, can you tell me where I can get
a decent cup of coffee, with real sugar—none of this artificial
stuff?”

Tico had his orders. Simonsen had his
coffee, double-sugar, and very hot.


Chapter
2

 


SEC: 11:00 Hours,
0520-2085

Dharma VI: Search Team Ryan

 


They had been three
days at the edge of the Wild Zone without
any sign of their elusive quarry. Ryan had Caruso piloting the
hovercraft, with the robot CLEM tucked into a nook in the front,
his sensory antennae elevated to catch the faintest scent of any
clue which might lead them to Ensign Gates. They were making a
steady ten kilometers per hour, weaving in and out of the tousled
edge of alien growth, like a sailboat skirting some foreign coast
in search of safe harbor. CLEM was busy testing the air for
chemical traces and hints of the distinctive human element in an
otherwise hostile landscape. He had a stable value for the last
known molecular structure of Gates' blood still fresh in his
memory—at least that is how he explained it to Ryan. Somehow the
robot could “taste” atomic particles and define the creature they
originated from. It was a complex process, but one for which CLEM
was ideally suited. His name, an acronym for Chemical Lab & Environmental Monitor, testified to his expert
ability, while providing his human makers with an easy handle. And
it seemed to Ryan that the robot bore more and more resemblance to
humans with each passing hour, in spite of his obviously mechanical
shape.

CLEM was a work of art. His short,
cylindrical structure looked as if it were made of alabaster and
marble, with thin tracings of gold and silver imbedded in an
intricate pattern. Three silver, ball-jointed arms were placed at
equal intervals about the circumference of the cylinder, and he
rode along on two plastifibre tracks that could negotiate most
terrain features. The whole apparatus was crowned with a perfect
half sphere of pure mylanthus crystal—one of the rarest of
minerals, essential for the complex processing of most computers.
The crystal provided CLEM with an almost unlimited storage capacity
and one of the most powerful computer brains ever designed. It
glowed from within as currents of energy danced through the regular
atomic structure, a perfect environment for CLEM's
processing.

“Any luck, CLEM?” Ryan
asked as the hovercraft slipped under a low overhanging plant
shading the mossy ground below.

“I am afraid not, sir,”
the robot responded in his familiar tenor. “I am beginning to think
that this search profile may not yield favorable results over the
long term.”

“Hear that, Caruso?” Ryan
gestured at CLEM's spherical dome. “Like it or not, we're going to
have to go in on foot if we don't find something soon.”

It was the third day of their search
for Ensign Gates. They came in on Landing Craft-92 and set down
near the outpost tower where Ryan hoped Gates would be waiting. The
sight of the gutted building complex sitting in the midst of the
wide expanse of the Safe Zone, like a forsaken lighthouse, brought
images of those last terrible moments on the ground with
Gates.

How she had managed to survive the
wound inflicted upon her by the alien pathfinder was beyond Ryan’s
comprehension. He had misgivings about the young woman's health
ever since she first endured the sting from the Pathfinder's barb.
He had seen other men killed outright by that lethal toxin, but the
timely infusion of a healthy dose of Universal Antidote had saved
Gates' life. She survived, but not without dramatic side effects.
Somehow the venom left its mark on her. She was different, changed,
imbued with strange visions and an uncanny knowledge of the
creatures ranging on the face of this broken world. It seemed to
Ryan that the borders that separated her from Dharma VI had broken
down. Gates was walking on some middle ground now, between the
world of humans and the Wild Zone. She could breathe the atmosphere
without the aid of a filtermask. And, most startling of all, when
the Asect horde was closing in on them there at the tower, Gates
managed to hold them at bay by the force of her will
alone!

Ryan and Caruso escaped by the
narrowest margin, but Gates would not come with them, surrounded by
the seething mass of Asect marauders, and amazingly unharmed. It
was as if they accepted her as one of their own now, sensing
something of the Pathfinder’s venom still coursing in her blood.
There was no way to reach her. By the time they lifted off in the
last shuttle, days ago, the Safe Zone was blotted out by nearly
half a million marauders. One alone would have been enough to
savage an unarmed man. Nearly a meter long; scrabbling about on six
jagged legs, the orange-brown beetles, each the size of a
timberwolf, had emerged to wreak havoc on the long cultivated
outpost on Dharma VI.

Ryan feared that Gates had perished in
the end. How could she have survived if she was not in the tower?
But the outpost was empty when they arrived, and they found no sign
of any recent habitation. Gates had vanished, and Ryan still fought
with the uneasy feeling that she had been eaten alive there on the
plain of the Safe Zone, her tentative truce with the enemy sheared
away by those powerful alien jaws. But he couldn't give up without
knowing one way or another. Too much was at stake now.

He scanned the edge of the tangled
foliage with searching brown eyes under dark brows. His handsome
features were creased with concern, but there was an air of calm,
inner sureness about him. Ryan was Special Services, the knife edge
of the Military’s intelligence arm. Though the long years of
training, and many hazardous missions, had left their mark on him,
he was amply rewarded by the experience. He was rock steady, with
reflexes born in the crucible of front line service. His eyes took
in the twisted shapes of the alien vegetation with a studied gaze
now, for he had been on the planet long enough to become accustomed
to the oddness of its shapes and colors. Even the Wild Zone was
familiar to him, though he still perceived a kind of jealous enmity
in the landscape. The planet was a wayward mistress, Ryan knew. He
ran a gloved hand up to his broad tan forehead and flicked away a
bead of perspiration.

“Just say when.” Caruso
was eager to get a look at the deeper canopies of the Wild Zone and
get on with the recon operation. He was a
big man, well muscled, and fairly trim for his weight, with short,
sandy hair. He was well liked by all his shipmates, and projected a
confidence that was infectious when he was not trying to squirm out
of some routine duty. But this was not
routine duty, and he loved every moment on the surface with Ryan.
He liked flying the hovercraft, but more than this, the dense
tangle of undergrowth extending away to the north seemed to pull at
him, drawing in his gaze and beckoning to him with strange shapes
and colors. He wanted a look inside and a chance to stretch his
legs and shoulder the Tech-Rifle he had doted over ever since the
ground sortie began. It was clear to him that Gates wasn't out here
on the Safe Zone. She had to be in the wild, hiding somewhere, or
lost. He was eager to find his shipmate and bring her out safe and
sound.

Ryan never took the time to explain to
him how important it was that they do exactly that. It was more
than the life of a promising new officer for the navy at stake now;
more than the youthful beauty of their young friend they were
trying to rescue. Gates might be the last chance for men and women
everywhere—a single, wild strand in the thread of the tapestry
woven by some unseen enemy that threatened them all. The voracious
Asect marauders were only a harbinger of greater evil yet to come.
While they chewed the human installations to rubble, the real
threat had infiltrated the bodies of the men and women of the
survey team in the shape of a devious virus. How it managed to
escape the watchful eyes of the biologists no one could say. Nor
could anyone predict its eventual effect. The virus had a sinister
intelligence when assembled first into a host of spores, and then
into a giant super-colony of microorganisms that was so complex it
could reason and think. Caruso didn't know any of this. Ryan only
learned it from the robot CLEM, and the secret file he harbored in
his memory. He was still trying to understand it
himself.

“Maybe you're right.” Ryan
answered CLEM and Caruso both, feeling that the time had come to
try something new. “We can't loiter out here on the edge forever.
Now that there's a lull in the solar flux we have to make the most
of the time before it kicks up again. But believe me, Caruso, its
no picnic in there.” Ryan pointed at the Wild Zone, a warning in
his eyes.

“Well, I'm no picnic
either, Lieutenant!” Caruso smiled through his ceaseless chewing on
a wad of bright pink gum. Ryan agreed. Caruso had seen the Asects
and fought them only days ago during the first evacuation. He had
taken on a Pathfinder single handed and saved Gates once already.
Caruso knew the score, and Ryan would count on him in the Wild Zone
if they ran into trouble. Thankfully, the Asect horde was dormant
now; probably slumbering deep under the surface, a million evil
maggots rotting in the gut of the planet. When would they come up
again? Would CLEM know? How much time did they have? And what about
the other life form that had turned out to be far more dangerous
than anyone first thought, the Lyrpa? That was something else
Caruso didn't know about. The giant crustaceans may have
been guiding the
attacks made by the Asects from the very first, or at least making
them more likely. They seemed to possess a malignant intelligence,
bent on the destruction of the human invaders. He put the matter
aside, reaching a decision.

“Ease off on the stick.”
They were getting close to the spot he had set in his mind for a
sortie into the wild. It was close to the dangerous zone he passed
through with Captain Harper, where the plants would move, grappling
and twisting out of the russet-brown soil with a strange animation.
“We're here.” Ryan pointed to the green phosphor of the
hovercraft's map screen. “Midway between the Pritchard moss fields
and these crystal shard deposits.”

“Those the same crystals
you found with Captain Harper and Gates?”

“Same ones,” Ryan
confirmed. “Now, if we enter the Wild Zone here and head north we
can have Jekko meet us here.” He traced a path across the
hovercraft map screen ending at an open area beyond the northern
edge of a spur of the jungle. “That would give us a chance to
reconnoiter this arm of the zone and maybe check out these cave
formations out near the plateau.” The Barton Plateau crowded
against the edge of the Wild Zone to the north.

“Isn't there an Asect nest
in there?” Caruso pointed to a clearing in the Wild Zone segment of
the map.

“Yes, but it should be
dormant now,” Ryan said. “We should be able to search there with no
difficulty.

“But why would Gates head
for their nesting sites?” Caruso wondered.

“Call it a hunch,” Ryan
responded. “If she wanted to hide from the Asects then the tower
was the best place to hole up. Maybe we've been approaching this
thing from the wrong angle. I think she may be in tune with the
rhythms of the Asects in some way. They’ve gotten into her blood
somehow. Probably that stinger. So far, we've been looking for
Gates as if she were still human...” Ryan stumbled over his
thought, but got it out. “Well, you know how crazy she was acting,
Caruso. What if she's more like one of those Asects now than one of
us?”

“An interesting
proposition,” CLEM interjected. “The evidence does support a
definite change in the Ensign's psychological states. Perhaps some
element of the alien venom is acting as a powerful hormone in her
body now. She could be responding on an instinctual
level.”

Caruso set down the hovercraft and
they waited for the turbos to wind down. As the noise and dust from
the powerful engines receded, another sound rose in the background.
Ryan looked up at the sky, watching the streaking cloud bands of
amber and gray. The sound of the wind droned overhead, ever
present, but never felt here on the ground below the thick
inversion layer.

Dharma Six... In many ways it was like
his own home world of Mars. Its barren aspect painted in autumnal
hues of rust and brown, the wide swings of temperature, the sudden
violence of her storms, all reminded him of home. But this virulent
jungle, this profusion of life forms tangled one with another—this
was something he had never experienced before. The Wild Zone was
truly alien to him and, though familiar now, he felt uncomfortable,
even here at its thinning edge. Once inside he knew the oppressive
airs and vaporous mists of the jungle would surround him again, as
if to impose themselves between body and mind, drugging his will
and sense of self, and stealing his life in the process.

Ryan was a single thing,
stubborn, individual, apart from the whole. He shielded himself
with protective masks and clothing, and was laden with tools and
equipment to shape the world around him to his own purposes. But
the Wild Zone was the world around him now, and it would bear nothing apart
from itself. It wanted them all... wanted them lost, forgotten,
empty in the weave of its inscrutable pattern. That was the worst
part of it, Ryan remembered. He could take on things like the
Asects or Lyrpa, tangible focal points for his Tech-Rifle. But the
Wild Zone was something more than the sum of its parts. It was like
another mind, constantly pressing on his own, whispering and
tugging at the edge of his awareness with its persistent
murmur.

He remembered how drained he felt
after reaching the Safe Zone with ELMO on his last excursion here.
ELMO was the other godsend remaining on the planet with him, and
the thought of entering the Wild Zone made him wish the massive
robot was at hand. ELMO had saved his life twice already, and it
comforted him to know that the robot was nearby, at the tower where
Jekko maintained a vigil with his squad of Marines. Without the
robots they would all be dead by now, he thought. If the Wild Zone
wanted to swallow him it would have to chew up CLEM and ELMO
first.

“Better lock on the signal
beacon,” Ryan said. “Jekko will be out in the landrover soon to
pick up the hovercraft. I arranged for a rendezvous on the other
side of the Wild Zone. We'll have three days to scout this whole
area.” He switched off the map screen and cinched up his pack.
“Let’s move out!”

There was just a touch of a taunting
challenge in Ryan's voice as he jumped down from the hovercraft and
stood at the edge of the Wild. “You too, CLEM. It will slow us down
quite a bit, but I want you with me every step of the way from this
point on.”

CLEM had been studying Ryan closely
for the last few minutes. He was noticing slight changes in the
surface tension on the man's skin, particularly around his eyes and
forehead. He never took time to reflect on it before, but he knew
these were subtle signals that humans often used in place of
speech. Ryan was looking at him now, and CLEM saw the distinctive
pattern of his facial muscles change the shape and structure of his
aspect. He was reasonably certain, but asked a question
nonetheless.

“Are you smiling now,
Lieutenant Ryan?”

“What?” Ryan was surprised
by the question, but could not deny the fact. “Yes, CLEM. Smiling
ear to ear.”

CLEM thought about that for a moment,
and for the first time the example made perfect sense to him. Ear
to ear.
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Genda was having a
nightmare, but he wasn't asleep. The faces
just kept changing, twisting and contorting themselves into
horrible masks of misshapen flesh. He shook his head to clear the
images in his mind, but nothing would help. Terrified, he backed
away from his interrogators, eyes wide with fear.

“Get away!” He shouted,
and the Med-Tech stepped back, surprised by the army Sergeant's
sudden fright.

“What's the matter with
you now? Come on Sergeant, the cooking isn't that bad.” The young
man held out a mess tray, offering a plate of steaming food to
Genda, but the Sergeant saw something else instead. The man had
hold of a writhing mass of Abacillia! The blue-pink worms were
snaking up his arms and burrowing their pointed snouts into the
flesh, driving inward to the muscle, and bone, and bright red blood
beneath. The man didn't seem to care! He just kept coming toward
Genda, holding that coiled mass of hell in his arms. Genda lunged
at him and heard a loud crash tearing at the edge of his
mind.

The Sergeant knocked the tray from the
Med-Tech's hands and backed away.

“Damn you!” the man yelled
at him, staring sheepishly at the splattered spaghetti as he headed
for the wall-comm. His words became a monstrous growl, enveloping
Genda and burning at his mind like acid. His face! Long trails of
desiccated flesh flayed away from the bone and fell on the floor.
Genda screamed and heard the echo of his own voice reverberate into
a choked silence. Then it seemed that he fell into blackness, a
soft, inky twilight that reached across an empty void to another
place...

A light glowed in the
distance, soft against the coal-gray backdrop of night, like embers
flaring up in a smoldering fire. He was moving toward the light,
not his body, but his mind. He could see it now, the bones curving
up from the flattened plain, sharp whetted forms of blanched white
jutting into the amber sky. They were eating it! He could see the
evil shapes crawling over the carcass, tearing at the matted
remnants of fiber and tissue with razor sharp jaws. An acrid stench
hung in the air, and with each breath he took it seemed to get
inside him, filling his body with rot; a bilious, yellowed puss
that bloated him up. He began to vomit, retching out the bile and
black steaming blood inside him in a desperate attempt to purge
himself. He could not breathe! The acid discharge boiled in his
throat, choking him and searing at his neck and chest. He guttered
out a voiceless scream...

The fist struck home before he knew
what was happening, and took him square on the jaw. Its jarring
impact sent him to the floor, and he landed flat on his back, a
trickle of blood oozing out from a split lower lip. Bright neon
flooded in, chasing the silted darkness from his vision. There was
a man standing over him and staring down with an angry glare. Genda
stared back and found a human face. A human! The eyes were steel
gray under bristling brows. A sawed off flat-top angled off the
man's head like a wire brush. He was heavily built and wearing
Captain's Green.

“What the hell's the
matter with you, for God's sake?” The man's voice was gruff, but
clear and undistorted in Genda's mind. It was Harper, with three
marines. They heard he Med-Tech's call and were on the scene in a
moment to find the army Sergeant clutching at his throat and
rasping out a thin, wailing scream. Harper wasted no time. He just
stepped up and fisted the Sergeant to the deck, mad as a
hornet.

“You losing your mind like
Beckerman, or what?” He yelled at the man on the floor.

Genda struggled up on one
elbow. What was the matter with him? The Captain's words were still
intelligible, but a sibilate echo trailed away from his voice and
seemed to take on tangible shape and form. There were dark,
streaming fibers arcing from the Captain's mouth, and they aimed
themselves at him, like lashing whips cracking at the air. He
covered his ears to shut out the sound and the vision
passed.

“Help me...” Agonizing
pain ripped at the back of Genda's skull. Harper and two of the
marines went for him as he fell back on the deck, eyes glazed,
hands pressing at the sides of his head, face contorted with
pain.

“Lord, I didn't hit
him that hard!”
Harper took hold of the wounded man and the Marines grappled to
lift him off the floor. Genda's legs were slack and lifeless. Sweat
poured from his forehead. They maneuvered him across the floor and
lowered him to a nearby bunk. One of the marines pointed at an ugly
weal on the back of Genda's neck. It festered like a tumor at the
base of his skull. Genda moaned, a long, drawn-out convulsion
seizing his body and shaking it with dreadful anger...

 


...Gates heard him. She was still
asleep, deep under the third canopy of the Wild Zone, lost in the
lattice of moss and coiling vines. She started awake, the vision of
a man's face in her mind. She had never seen him, but knew him just
the same. Dharma VI knew him; called to him, claiming him for its
own. Gates could feel the Wild Zone reaching for the man, clawing
at him. She rolled to one side and squirmed up onto her haunches.
Long wispy fronds of lichen trailed away from her limbs, tugging at
her as if to restrain her movement. They wanted to drag her down
onto the warm moist ground again and pin her smooth, soft body to
the bosom of the Wild. She fought them off, shaking her arms free
and rising on unsteady legs. A dank numbness enveloped her, and she
looked to see that her body was covered with a pale violet moss. It
seemed to grow from her skin, a velvet layer of patchy fur molded
to her form. She brushed it away, her hands slipping briskly over
her small round shoulders and laying them bare. Her palms swept
down over her torso, clearing the intrusive moss from her breasts
and stomach. As she stripped herself of the unwanted garment a
sudden chill shook her small frame. She was naked!

What in the world was she doing out
here exposed to the elements of this alien world? Where was her
flex suit and filter mask? She looked around and saw the curled
edge of a pant leg protruding from beneath a broad leafed plant.
Stooping, she found her flex suit half buried in the compost of the
forest floor. She dragged the clothing out and clutched it to her
breasts, covering herself; afraid. She felt like the forest was
watching her, a thousand eyes violating her from every
side.

Shivering with cold, she tugged on the
pant legs of her flex suit, covering her slender legs and bottom.
Her feet were so cold! Still naked from the waist up, she groped
around for her boots, finding them at the edge of a cluster of
brown roots. As she reached for them something crawled out of the
dark interior and scraped away into the undergrowth. She shook the
boot with revulsion, fearing a nest of spidery bugs might have
invaded them. They seemed empty. Slowly, she extended her bare foot
and slipped it into the opening of her right boot. It slid on,
surrounding her toes and heel with its protective buffer.
Thankfully, nothing bit at her. With both boots on she squirmed
into the top of the flex suit, arms disappearing into the sleeves.
She zipped the garment closed, shielding her body from the wild
once again.

Where was she? Images and
faces played in her mind. She remembered them with that distant
sense of recollection that surrounds a strange new place with the
feeling of something familiar. Who were they? A tall, dark haired
man with brown eyes barely visible behind a tinted visor that
extended from the headgear he wore. Another man, brawny and
muscular, with a short crop of curled blonde hair and the sliver of
a smile dressing his cheeks. There was someone else...something
else...so strange that it frightened her. It was cold, lifeless and
precise; and yet it glowed with simple innocence, like newborn fire
in places with its life and energy; like water from freshly melted
ice in others, flowing clear, and utterly pure. She did not know
what it was...who it was.

Her mind kept returning to the taller
man, holding his lean frame and deliberate measured movements in
her thoughts. What was he doing? He seemed so serious; so
determined in his mind. All of his senses were focused, and
directed like a beam of energy at the landscape around
him.

Searching! He was looking for
something. She could feel the waiting in his mind, the vigilance
and careful scrutiny. But behind this controlled surface there were
other things. They emerged in the forefront of his awareness now
and again, driven by a compelling emotion. She caught her breath as
her mind touched it—the urgency, the need. She could see the man in
her mind, kneeling over an open patch of leprous ground and boring
into it with his concentrated will. He raised the visor which
shielded his eyes and looked up, staring straight at
her!

 


“What is it Lieutenant?”
Caruso was coming up from behind, catching up to the place where
Ryan had paused to study the ground. The Lieutenant seemed frozen,
staring with concentrated attention into the maze of life clustered
around them. “Trouble?” The big man slipped his Tech-Rifle off his
thick shoulder and primed up the firing mechanism. He scanned the
plants around them as he closed the distance to the spot where Ryan
knelt. Ryan remained silent, and when Caruso reached him it seemed
as if he were listening with his eyes, lids narrowing to a squint
as he gazed ahead.

“Something out there?”
Caruso asked again, getting a bit edgy.

“Got this feeling,” Ryan
spoke at last. “Can't put my finger on it...” his voice trailed off
into the sounds of the Wild Zone. Then he stood up, turning to
Caruso with a puzzled look on his face. “Let's have CLEM run
another test here.”

“Again?” Caruso protested.
“We just spent half an hour back there watching him chew on those
soil samples, and we haven't even gone a kilometer since
then.”

“I know, I know. But I
just think we should check this place out a little more. There's
something...” He couldn't quite get his mind around it, but it was
there, skirting the edge of his awareness, just out of
reach.

“Whatever you say,
Lieutenant,” Caruso relented. They could hear CLEM coming up now,
the quiet whir of his propulsion tracks navigating over the broken
ground behind them. Ryan went back to meet the robot with Caruso in
tow. CLEM looked so out of place in the tangle of the Wild. His
regular, cylindrical body contrasted sharply with the random
variation of shape and form in the jungle around them. The gold
tracing of circuitry woven into his shell, and the perfection of
his half-dome myalanthus crystal crowning the structure stood out
like a well crafted jewel beckoning to the eye with its symmetry.
The robot spoke as Ryan approached.

“May I suggest that we
pause a moment, sir. I believe we are crossing into the third
canopy here. The fauna is very mixed and irregular. This is a
border zone.”

“I know what you mean,”
Ryan agreed. “Just had this feeling that something was very
different about this place. Call it a hunch, but I think we're
getting close. Why don't you run the atmospheric. We'll take on a
little fuel while you process the data.”

“Sounds good to me.”
Caruso was dropping off his backpack and tugging at the zipper to
get at something he had secreted away inside. CLEM wasted no time
with his work. An antenna protruded from the back edge of his
crystal dome and a small vent opened in his side. Ryan could hear
the faint purring of a fan as the robot breathed deeply to sample
the air around them.

Internal registers fired and CLEM
opened specialized sectors of his module to filter the incoming
data. He was watching the vapor balance very carefully. It was
clear that they were edging into another section of the Wild here.
He began to get traces of new and unfamiliar aerosols, small
airborne polyps and spores from unregistered plantlife. He sorted
and filed, running exhaustive comparative studies and extrapolating
out from the vast data base stored in his memory. The last series
of compulsory tests was just finishing when something unusual
happened.

A glitch rippled through the otherwise
light-perfect operation of his crystal processor—a tiny convulsion
stirring in his heart. Moments ago, while he struggled over thick
rooted plants to catch up with the humans, this very same thing had
occurred. He dismissed it then as nothing more than an errant
signal, a byte or two of renegade data which had slipped from his
careful control. But now it was happening again!

He began to multi-task, moving on many
concurrent pathways in his computer mind, and weaving a net of
logic so impenetrable in its precision that the wayward signal
stood out against these regular rhythms of energy like lightening
against a darkened sky. What was it?

It was dancing in a bank of free RAM
like a wayward leaf on the wind. He approached it with a mixture of
caution, curiosity and wonder, holding back the edge of his
searching web as if reluctant to impinge on the delicate shadow of
energy he had cornered. What should he do? He wanted a closer look
at the signal and needed processing time with it before it escaped.
There was a synapse close at hand where he could gate the energy
into one of his auxiliary crystals. He tightened the net above the
intruding ripple and switched on an antipode below. Like water
rushing through a hole in the bottom of a gourd, the trapped energy
was siphoned off to his crystal. There was a strange spike in the
frequency of the energy, as if it was surprised by his sudden move.
CLEM touched it...

Someone was there! It was an
entity—another awareness. As he joined with it he saw images of a
dark cave flashing suddenly in his visualization block. He could
see something within his mind that clearly did not exist in the
immediate environment around him. It was clear and unmistakable in
its configuration, yet nowhere at hand. It was another
place.

“What's wrong CLEM?”
Ryan's voice intruded as the image dissipated.

“Excuse me, sir,” CLEM
answered, but it was too late. The signal was gone, vanishing as
suddenly as it came. It left the robot with an unsettling sensation
that he could not account for. Why was his threat projection module
so insistent with its warning? He was afraid. He was experiencing
intense visual signals within his imaging systems that had no
correlation to reality. What was happening to him?

“You lit up like the
northern lights a moment ago.” Ryan was speaking to him again.
“Something in the data?”

“Yes...” CLEM hesitated,
which only increased the confusion in his mind. “No. It was not in
the data, Lieutenant. I wonder...”

Ryan was suddenly concerned. He leaned
close to the robot's dome, peering into the depths of the lighted
crystal. Like fire in ice, he thought as he watched the play of
white and gold within the glassy dome.

“I think I had a dream,
sir.” CLEM was as surprised to say the words as Ryan was to hear
them. The robot went on, his interface module struggling to embrace
the concept. Before it was only data—just another definition stored
away in his linguistic banks. A dream was a mental state which
arose in the human mind during periods of unconscious sleep. But
now the definition had become an experience, and he mated the two
with newfound wonder.

“I was somewhere
else—seeing things that have no factual reality. Nothing in my
sensory input would conform, yet I could see. Is that a dream,
Lieutenant Ryan?”

Ryan raised his eyebrows, dark eyes
darting over CLEM's exterior looking for any sign of trouble. He
couldn't tell whether the robot was normal or not anymore. He was
changing too rapidly, evolving. Was it residual damage from the
injury he sustained at the outpost tower? Was it something Gates
did with her clever repairs? Or perhaps it was another part of the
mysterious program the robot had invoked before coming back to
life—Shadow One. Could it be doing something to the robot that Ryan
couldn't guess? He was worried.

“What was it you saw,
CLEM?”

“I cannot be certain that
I saw anything,
sir. But there was a very clear image of another place. It was
underground. Very dark. It was as if I was receiving a transmission
for ZEKE!” At last he had a handle on the experience. That was it!
He was not the viewer. He was only seeing through another mind. It
was as if a roving ZEKE had been transmitting its surveillance data
to him from some remote point. “But there was no carrier signal,
Lieutenant. It was not another ZEKE unit. I am certain of this. I simply offer the
example as... as a metaphor.”

Ryan waited, thinking hard. “I had
this feeling CLEM. Call it a hunch. I can't put my finger on it
exactly, but I think you might be chewing on the same bone.” He
handed the image to CLEM, and the robot understood.

“Yes sir, perhaps it was
that hunch. I like that very much, Lieutenant. Chewing on the same
bone.” CLEM replayed a recording of two dogs tussling over a bone,
and tugging it this way and that in the struggle. He assigned it as
a sub variable to reference the strange experience he just had. The
Lieutenant was trying to tell him he felt the same thing. But CLEM
was still puzzled.

“How did your hunch get
inside me, sir?”

“Beats me, CLEM.” Ryan
just scratched his head. How did anything get inside his head, he
wondered? It just happened. If you put together the right elements,
you get a fire—not a thing, but a process, an event. It was
something that just happened under the right circumstances. When
enough moisture gets up into the clouds, it rains. Perhaps his own
sense of self worked the same way, just something that happened
under the right circumstances. That reminded him.

“How about that
atmospheric, CLEM?”

“Your hunch was right,
Lieutenant,” CLEM announced. “I have discovered human traces in the
last block of data. They are very faint, but definitely human. I
believe Ensign Gates is close by. I have...” He was going to say he
had positive confirmation on the data now, but he changed his
mind.

“I can feel it sir,” he
concluded.

 


Gates could feel it too.
She had the tangible feeling that the scenes and faces in her mind
were not simply products of her imagination, but something existing
in real time. They were familiar to her. She strained to focus the
images more clearly, but they escaped her. They wore the same
clothing she had! Then, like a bubble rising from some deep pool to
burst suddenly on the surface, her recollection jarred to life. The
faces became names: Ryan, Caruso. She had a name!

Now the soiled flex-suit
she had donned became an identity to her, and a definition. It
re-established a thin border between her mind and the Wild Zone, a
receptacle for her humanity to reassert itself once more. She was
Gates, an Ensign off the frigate Achilles. This was Dharma VI, colony
prospect number 31. The two were now distinct, and the knowledge
seemed to warm her, even as the flex-suit recaptured her body's
warmth in its interior lining. But there was something missing. She
ran her hand over her face—filtermask! A frightened reflex loomed,
until she realized that she was having no trouble breathing the
atmosphere here. That was strange, she thought. Perhaps there was
something here in the wild that was cleansing the air and producing
more oxygen.

The Wild...That was her next hurtle.
What was she doing out here by herself? A vision returned with
frightening reality. The Safe Zone, overrun by a horde of voracious
insects... Ryan and Caruso there in the engineering bay at Outpost
Beckerman... She remembered being surrounded by the monsters on the
plain, and seeing the other two men flee for their lives. Did they
escape? For that matter, how she managed to save her own life
eluded her. Somehow she evaded the creatures and found her way
here, perhaps to hide under the dense canopy of the jungle. She
stopped trying to remember, afraid that she would uncover something
that would frighten her even more than she was now. Deeper
instincts asserted themselves. She was starting to feel
hungry.

Thankfully, her flex-suit still
retained some of the high energy sap in its interior pouches. She
loosened her collar straw and began to suck the bland mixture into
her parched mouth. Water... She was going to need that soon
too.

After a while she found herself
walking; picking her way carefully through the matted growth. Here
and there she encountered beads of pearly moisture on the wide
leafy plants, and sampled them gingerly. The fluid tasted sweet.
Was it poison? Something told her it was safe to eat, and she put
aside her fears and found herself licking a flat pink leaf clean,
until it glistened in the dim light, wet with her saliva. She was
still hungry.

Where was she going? Her errant
wandering was taking her deeper into the Wild, but she had no idea
where she was. She paused a minute, listening. There were sounds
all around her, a low murmur that she had filtered out up until
this point. She listened to the gurgling and rippled cooing of
unseen creatures; the twisting and stretching of plant life, like a
knotted rope on wood; and above all this, a distant moaning of the
wind, faint and far away. For a while she just wandered, her gaze
drawn upwards into the multi-tiered foliage above her. She could
barely see the backwash of amber and brown sky above, visible here
and there through small openings in the covering plants. It seemed
so peaceful here, she thought. Then something grabbed
her.

She stumbled right into it, a strange
yellow-green plant with long snake-like coils extending from a
thick trunk. As she stepped into the flat rumpling extension of its
lower stalk the coils surrounded her, winding around her slender
body and drawing her in toward the central trunk. She screamed with
fright and surprise, and began struggling to free herself. The
coils had little strength, but there were hundreds of them, and
they began growing and extending as she fought them off. Soon her
legs were hopelessly tangled, and her left arm was caught in a
dense knot and pinned to her side. With her right arm free, she
tugged at the coils, snapping them loose. But there were just too
many of them for her. She fought on, feeling the fibers of the
plant tightening around her body. Then it seemed as if a hundred
fingers were probing at her, frustrated by the impenetrable surface
of her flex-suit. She saw what was happening.

As the coils tightened, they budded in
places along their distended length and a bright red structure
bloomed out. Three were writhing close to her face, and she
squirmed away. They were about the size of her little finger, and
studded with violet eruptions. Terrified, she struggled all the
more, but the plant had a tight grip on her now and she was held
fast. Her free right arm was becoming entangled by fibers extending
down from the upper reaches of the plant. She fought, but the coils
pulled back, stretching her arm up overhead. Some of the budding
fingers were beginning to force their way into the opening of her
sleeve, snaking down the skin of her forearm. Gloves! She forgot to
look for them, and now she regretted the lapse.

There was a tingling sensation in her
forearm. The bright red buds of the plant were licking her skin.
They continued to probe at the length of her body, seeking any
opening or break in the surface of her clothing. Tendrils grazed at
her neck, slithering around the pearly white skin of her throat.
They did not choke, but three of the red buds soon emerged from the
coils and began their lurid kiss. The sensation made her gasp with
fright, though it was not painful. There was something about the
plant that acted as a narcotic, calming her and draining away her
will to resist. She was no longer writhing against the coiled
assault. Now when a searching vine pressed at the crook of her
collar, she tilted her head back to admit the intrusive touch. The
coils were finding their way down in to the interior of her
flex-suit where the first few vines had forced an access at her
throat.

A part of her wanted to strain against
her bondage, but she could not muster the will to fight on. As her
muscles slackened, the vines tightened around her, pressing in on
her small frame with growing strength. She collapsed into the
embrace of the plant, yielding completely. A gasping whisper
escaped from her lips, tinged with fright. Then she fainted,
subdued by the numbing effect of the alien growth which held her in
its ever tightening grasp.
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Harper was not
happy.

He was sitting in the
Captain's chair on the flight deck of DSC-108, a mixture of
emotions roiling in his chest. How could this have happened? Losing
the LC-7 on the surface was bad enough, let alone the incident
with Achilles. His own ship was violated by Beckerman's treachery and nearly
destroyed! Now she was lost somewhere, adrift in space, a derelict.
They scanned for the ship round the clock, but no signal registered
in the growing solar static. It was as if the frigate had simply
vanished. Not a sign or whisper of her remained.

Beckerman! The devil had hold of that
man for sure, and he was glad the army Captain was safe in the
brig. Who would have expected his hijacking attempt? You don't
guard against an attack by your own kind, not in a world filled
with terrors like he had seen on the planet below. But Beckerman
had proved again that in spite of his soft outer shell, a man was
still more dangerous than any of the monsters he fought with on the
planet. Harper wouldn't forget that again.

Now he was sitting in Fletcher's
chair, and he didn't like it. Fletcher had warmed this seat for
fifteen years, and it seemed as if the crew regarded him like
another piece of furniture. Now their disregard had rubbed off on
the rank itself. Harper noted how they shuffled by, no salute, no
respect to the rank and stature of the Captaincy. Fletcher had gone
soft long ago, and the crew of the 108 ignored him when it could.
They came to tolerate each other, Fletcher and his crew, but Harper
was a line officer, and not used to the treatment he was receiving.
He looked at the slovenly men around him and was suddenly
angry.

“You there!” Harper
pointed at a crewman where he leaned in to chat with a woman at the
astrogation console nearby. The man stood up looking around
stupidly.

“Yes you!” The Captain removed all doubt.
“What in God's name do you think you're doing?”

“No reason to get upset,
sir. I was just—”

“Come over here!” Harper
stood up, glaring at the man as he trotted up to the Captain's
station. Heads were turning toward the scene, their faces half
amused. They had seen Fletcher blowing off steam like this before,
and wondered what this new Captain would be like.

“Give me that.” Harper
snatched away a clip board from the man and shuffled through the
plastifibre pages. “This service manifest is dated yesterday, why
is it still on your duty board?”

“Well, sir, I was just
finishing up—”

“Bullshit! You were just
trying to sneak a peek down the lady's jersey, mister! This is not
a social occasion here people.” He raised his voice, addressing
himself to the room as a whole, and quashing a few scattered
conversations that managed to ignore the scene at first.

“What is your name,
mister?”

“Hummel, sir.”

“Mr. Hummel, you have just
bought yourself a ticket to the bilge bay. Four hour shift. And I
will personally inspect the work! If it is not done to my
satisfaction I'll have your ass in a sling and brand you like a
goddamned steer. Is that clear?”

The man smiled. The was no such thing
as a bilge on a modern starship, but old navy Salts still used the
seaman's term as slang for the lower deck of the ship where the
maintenance bay for the engines was housed. Hummel seemed to think
the Captain's use of the work was just plain silly. But Harper
leaned in as if to bite the man's nose clean off his
face.

“Am I funny, Mister
Hummel? Do I amuse you?”

“No sir, I
was—”

“You were
smiling, Mister Hummel.
Smiling when I was not happy. When I'm not happy you are positively
miserable.” The Captain
was so riveting with his stare that the man was cowed.

“I'm sorry,
Captain.”

“Don't call me
Captain—call me sir!”

“Sir, yes
sir!” Harper had hit an
old nerve, and something in the instinctual responses drilled into
every serviceman at boot camp came to life in the man.

“You are a slimy do
nothing bilge rat, Mister Hummel. And you will live in the bilge from this day on.
You will live there, and you will eat there. You will sleep in the
bilge and keep it warm. Do you understand me?”

“Sir, yes
sir!”

“You are the new
Bilge Master on this
ship, Mister Hummel, and if you are not at your station in five
minutes I will skin you alive. Now move!”

There was a moment's hesitation, and
then the man rushed away, heading for the turbolift to take him
below decks. A few people laughed at the far end of the bridge, and
Harper fixed them with a terrible stare.

“This is a sorry ship.” He
began to pontificate in his best Captain's drawl. “This was Mr.
Fletcher's ship, and he is no longer here. Now it is my ship, and
by God I am not Mister Fletcher!” He strode over to the command console.
“Fletcher was a cargo hauler, and I am regular navy—line officer.
Do I look like Mister Fletcher?”

“No sir.” The man at the
console wanted no part of the Captain.

“That should be obvious.”
Harper turned to the room as a whole again. “I don't look like him,
and I don't run this ship like him. If I find another crewman with
an incomplete duty board I will crucify that man or woman on the
spot! If I see anyone on this bridge wagging their jaw without good
reason I will stick my boot right down their throat. Ladies and
gentlemen, I am about to ruin your day, you week, your month. This
ship is a mess, and I an a stickler for cleanliness. Full
diagnostics on the computer, full calibration on the comm-link, and
a full report on both by zero eight-hundred hours tomorrow. Mess is
canceled for the bridge crew pending satisfactory completion of
this assignment.” He started for the door.

“And one more thing,”
Harper remembered. “Any man that gets within six feet of my chair
had better damn well acknowledge who's sitting in it! When I'm on
the bridge I'm a godammed altar
people, and you will genuflect!”

The Captain walked off the bridge and
the tension eased.

“What the hell's the
matter with him?” A man stood up with a smile. “Jeeze, this guy is
worse than Fletcher!” The man ambled about the room, aping Harper
and drawing laughter, but he was too close to the door when he
first spoke. A brawny arm reached out of the shadows and collared
him, nearly yanking him off his feet. Harper was back, his neck and
face red with anger.

“Come with me smart ass,
you and I are about to get positively intimate.” Harper dragged the
man away with a loud scuffle in the corridor beyond the
door.

No one on the bridge said another
word.

 


Commodore Tico was not happy
either.

He was tucked away in the same courier
node that had brought Director Simonsen out to the Waystation,
riding it in toward Dharma VI. He was reading over the file again
as the hours went by. There would be little else to do for the next
three days while the tiny craft pushed along on its ionic drivers.
You could travel light years in space with a gate shift, but once
inside the gravitational regime of a star system things slowed to a
crawl. How did he let this situation at Dharma VI get so far out of
control? He relied on his officers on the scene, but events had
proved too much for them. Fletcher was a man of little ability, and
with aspirations well beyond his measure. How was it the poem went?
“But a man's reach should exceed his grasp, or what's a heaven
for?” Fletcher just didn't have the reach, and it was inevitable
that he would fail on the ground in a crisis situation. The man
could barely manage his docking ship assignment. There were
twenty-two separate incidents of low end foul-ups logged for
DSC-108, and a few major gaffs under the ink along with them. Each
one had been carefully explained away by the Captain. A misplaced
requisition form, a laggard deck hand, maintenance that had been
improperly done in the space docks—Fletcher had manufactured
half-grown excuses for them all. This time he couldn't smear the
ink enough to cover the losses on Dharma VI. He was
dead.

Tico wondered just what
Fletcher had been guilty of? Was it his own incompetence, his
mediocrity, the natural desire to be more than he was? It was no
surprise that he had died in the effort, but the
way he died kept
sticking in the Commodore's mind. Chewed up by some hideous
insect—What was it they called it, an “Asect Marauder?” Type A
insectoid. Plenty of them around in the universe, but these were
the first ever found to grow a meter in length! How could Dover's
people miss something like that? It just didn't make sense. A
little over two months ago everything was peaceful and calm, then
all hell breaks loose. Three separate attacks on the Safe Zone, eye
witnesses logging sworn affidavits on two of them. It was all there
in the files.

Well at least he had
Harper back on his feet. There was one man he could count on to
tighten things up on the 108 until he could dock and sort this mess
out. And this SS Lieutenant. You would think the man would have the
sense to stay in orbit and wait things out. Now he was back on the
planet again trying to recover one lost crewman off the
Achilles. He had guts,
no question about it. The more Tico thought about Ryan, the more he
liked him. He goes in for a recon and nearly gets blown up on the
way down. He makes it to the Conservatory and somehow manages to
survive these Asect things when they tear the whole place, and
everything in it, into tiny pieces. Harper goes down to fish him
out and the two of them manage to find Conservator Dover, lost for
over a month in the Wild Zone. Harper gets squeezed by the meanest
thing on the planet and the SS man brings him out alive. He makes
it back to the Safe Zone just in time to stop Fletcher from writing
another fifty names on the casualty roster. Fletcher tries to pull
rank, but Ryan backs the man down. That was inevitable. Yes, he
admired and respected this Ryan. The man could think on his feet;
think while he was running, and that was a quality no one could
measure. Fletcher didn't have it, Ryan did. No surprise which one
was dead now. He wouldn't worry about Ryan for a while. The man
could take care of himself. He was a survivor.

 


Another man was worrying about just
that.

Simonsen could see that this SS
Lieutenant was someone to be reckoned with. What else to expect
from the SS? The Directorship had groomed this arm of the service
to attend to its specific needs. But this Ryan was a maverick. He
was outside the loop, and Simonsen had to rein him in before he
stumbled on to things he was never meant to learn. The man had hold
of something, and he was tugging at it like a dog with a bone. He
was going to keep yanking on it until he dug up the whole carcass,
and Simonsen couldn't have that. That was a very serious problem
indeed.

The initial reports on Dharma VI were
startling enough. A whole race of undiscovered aliens sleeping in
the guts of the planet, rising up to literally eat the entire
colony operation. Forty billion dollars. That was more than he
wanted to think about just now, and it was the least of his
problems. The crystal on Dharma VI was worth a thousand times that,
and these creatures, whatever they were, didn't seem to be
bothering the Mylanthus. They were just making it harder to get at,
that was all. So we push a little harder next time. That's how the
drill went. They push, we push harder. He had no doubts about the
eventual outcome. Thirty worlds lay prostrate already, and more
were waiting to be taken with time.

But now this SS Lieutenant goes and
calls an E-One for Dharma VI. Bio-Hazard. Full quarantine. What did
he know about bio-threats? His file showed a passing interest in
the sciences, but he was certainly no expert. The knowledge had to
come from someone else—from Professor Dover. The Lieutenant was
with the Conservator for at least 48 hours before Dover died. There
would have been questions—very many questions from this Ryan if
Simonsen knew his kind, and he knew them very well. But if Dover
discovered anything here, why didn't he report it?

Simonsen was worried. The Asects
didn't figure into his plans for Dharma VI. He had to find out what
the SS man knew before things went too far. Now the man was back on
the surface again to rescue a lost shipmate. Hogwash! He was on to
something. He knew more than the reports were telling about Dharma
VI. The situation was becoming very delicate. He reached for the
speaker phone on his desk and made what seemed like a routine
request to his secretary at the other end.

“Mr. Porter, I don't see
the medical log entries in my file for the crew on the 108. I think
we better have that information updated right away. Send in a
Comm-Sig and order physicals for the entire crew at once. And pick
up this supply requisition. I've looked it over and cleared it for
COMCENT. That's all.” He switched off. Porter was his personal
secretary, and a very efficient man. This was just another clerical
task that Simonsen was sure he would execute promptly and
efficiently, as always. In a few days the medical logs would be in
his computer. Then he would have a look at them to see if there was
any sign of the Bio-hazard the Lieutenant's report warned
about.
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SEC 9:00 Hours, 0521-2085 –
Aboard Container Ship DSC-108: Orbiting Dharma VI




“What are you lookin'
at?” Beckerman spat out the words, his
voice edged with irritation. After five days holed up in the brig,
the navy was finally getting around to the “interview” Beckerman
had been expecting. The hacks and bureaucrats were going to write a
book on him now. This was just the first of an endless series of
hearings which would lead to his eventual court martial, and a
likely sentence of death or hard labor at the least. He could care
less. As far as he was concerned the worst was already over. What
could be tougher than the misery of Dharma VI? Did they think they
were going to scare him straight with a bunch of pale faced lawyers
quoting him chapter and verse for three months? They were looking
at him like he was some kind of lunatic, but they were the crazy
people here. Dress blue and all their official manners couldn't
hide the insanity of this Dharma business. Who was that big jackass
at the back of the room?

Beckerman saw the man staring at him
and noted his Captain's bars. “Oh, you must be in charge, is that
it?” He looked away in disgust, dismissing Harper where he stood
near the entrance glaring across the conference room at the army
prisoner. “Don't impress me mister—not for one damn second!” He
raised his voice, eyes burning back at Harper. “Bars on my chest
just the same as yours, so we both know they don't amount to jack
shit.”

“Shut your mouth or I'll
run your head through that table!” Harper wasn't just blowing off
steam. He crossed the room and leaned heavily on the table,
glowering down at Beckerman like a bulldog straining at the leash.
This was the man who had taken his ship. This was the man who left
him marooned on that slag heap down there; the man that killed
Temple and roughed up his people. A traitor, and a coward, that was
all Harper saw, and it was all he could do to rein in his temper
and keep himself from carrying out his threat.

Every one in the room stood silent.
They were accustomed to officers blustering about on the bridge,
but this was different. This was a court of law, or what passed for
one until they could reach the Waystation. A legal aide cleared his
throat and stepped in gingerly. “Excuse me, Captain Harper, but
Commodore Tico is here...”

Beckerman and Harper locked eyes and
then the navy Captain reluctantly straightened himself and turned
to the bench where Tico was settling into his chair. Other men were
there, clerks and adjutants serving in the Commodore's train of
command. Tico noted the tension in the air. He heard Harper's
remark just as he was entering from chambers at the far end of the
conference room. Enough to raise an eyebrow or two, he thought, and
he regarded the two men at the center table with judicial calm.
Harper snapped off a salute, his face reddening as Beckerman jibed
at him one last time.

“Cute, ain't he? Reminds
me of—”

“Captain Beckerman,” Tico
cut the prisoner off. “I will remind you that this is an official navy
hearing and you are here before me on some very serious charges.
Now, I don't know how they do things in the army, but you can stow
that bullshit and keep your mouth shut, just like Captain Harper said,
or I'd be happy to watch him polish the table with your face—Wasn't that what
you had in mind, Captain Harper?”

“Aye, Aye Sir,” Harper
said enthusiastically.

Beckerman grumbled to himself, but
said nothing more. In spite of his circumstances and the contempt
he held for the navy, something in his bones instinctively deferred
to command. It was part of military discipline, ingrained in him
more deeply that the wrinkled lines on his taut features. He soured
with the thought that these “Bluebellies,” as he like to call them,
were going to have their stew with him one way or another. Maybe if
he played along he could get the whole thing over with sooner. This
was not his time, but one would come, he knew. He would wait for
that moment and then play out his last card—escape! That was what
he had on his mind now, how to cut himself lose from this navy slag
hauler and get back out into the limitless freedom of
space.

“Be seated,
gentlemen.”

The assembled group of men shuffled to
order and took their places in the gallery. Harper moved off to the
right, opposite Beckerman where he could keep an eye on him, or get
his hands on him quickly if need be.

“Am I to understand that
your primary witness is not present, Mr. Kohen?” Tico regarded the
navy prosecutor with some concern.

“That is correct, sir,”
the attorney began matter of factly. “Ensign Caruso has returned to
the Dharma colony with the Special Services agent to recover the
last missing crewman off Achilles.” Harper gave Beckerman a
sidelong glance as he thought of Gates still down the on the
surface. The prosecutor continued. “As this is no more than an
arraignment and hearing, the prosecution does not see this as an
obstacle. Our witness will be recovered in due time.”

“And will you be calling
Sergeant Genda if we have to try this case?”

“At the moment, sir, that
seems very unlikely. Sergeant Genda is...
incapacitated.”

“Very well,” Tico deferred
and took up a plastifibre notebook. He was tired. The courier node
docked two hours ago from the Waystation and he barely had time to
quash down a plate of half warm food before he convened this
hearing. Beckerman was the only man who could tell him what
happened on Dharma first hand. He looked up, studying the man where
he sat with an agitated look on his face at the conference table.
“Captain Beckerman, I will now read the charges against you and
hear your plea. I will assume that counsel for the defense has been
appointed and conferred with the accused?”

“Sir, the defendant has
refused counsel,” Kohen explained. “He prefers to mount his own
defense.”

“Captain, these are very
serious charges,” Tico admonished. “Are you certain you do not wish
to reconsider and accept the appointment of counsel?”

Beckerman squinted. “And have some
navy pansy twisting things around and trying to make me look like a
queen? No thanks. One damn lawyer in the mix is bad enough. You
folks take your best shot. I'm right here.”

“Very well.” Tico cleared
his throat. “Captain Beckerman, these are the charges against you:
Count one, that on the 14th day of May in this year, Standard Earth
Chronology, you abandoned your post on the Federal Colony of Dharma
Six committing the crime of desertion... Count two, that in so
doing you unlawfully commandeered a navy shuttle committing the
crime of grand theft... Count three, that you then engaged in an
attempt to seize control of an armed navy frigate, SS Achilles,
number 170, through the use of force, committing the crime of
hijacking... Count four, that during this attempt you did
willfully, and with full intent to commit bodily harm, fire a
charged weapon at a the duly authorized commander of said vessel,
committing the crime of murder in the first degree... Count five,
that in this attempt you assaulted commissioned and
non-commissioned officers assigned to the navy ship Achilles,
holding them at pain of death or serious physical harm, against
their will, committing the crimes of assault and kidnapping...
Counts six and seven, that you further caused damage to navy
property, and resisted the lawful efforts of navy personnel to
arrest you and bring you to justice.”

Tico looked up, regarding Beckerman
with a bemused expression on his face. “These are serious charges,
sir. I can't say I've ever seen a menu like this for an officer of
your experience.” He was trying to shame some sense into the
Captain, but Beckerman wouldn't have any part of it. He just stared
at the table with a disgusted look on his face. Tico took in a long
breath.

“Very well. How do you
plead, Captain Beckerman?”

Beckerman scratched his nose, swabbing
away an irritating itch. He pursed his lips and spoke in a dry
voice. “Oh, you'd love to hear me say I didn't have a thing to do
with all of this, right? Then you could rant and rave to try and
prove it against me and watch me squirm here in this chair the
whole time. Well, I won't give you the satisfaction!”

“Spare me the
explanations, sir.” Tico intervened. “You need only respond with a
simple guilty, or not guilty.”

Beckerman spat back at him, “Guilty,
Mr. Commodore! I'm as guilty as they come, and you know it. So you
spare me this holy'er than thou bullshit and get on with the
sentence.” He folded his arms in resignation, trying to ignore
Harper's angering stare.

“Very well...” Tico
allowed an interval of silence. “The court notes and accepts your
plea of guilty to all charges as read. But before passing sentence
I will permit Mr. Kohen to question you in order to obtain
information vital to our investigation here, and the subsequent
disposition of the colony on Dharma Six. You will cooperate, and
answer his questions to the best of your knowledge. Mr.
Kohen?”

“Thank you, Commodore.”
The navy Prosecutor stood up and paced the length of the room
before he turned to regard Beckerman.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake!”
Beckerman complained. “You just have to play this thing out, don’t
you.”

“Remain silent, Captain!”
Tico warned. “Speak only in response to Mr. Kohen, and if there is
any shred of respect left in your head for the service which
commissioned you, sir, you will watch your demeanor before this
court, and act in a manner befitting your rank.”

Kohen could see that his job would not
be easy. He started in the heels of the Commodore's warning,
asserting himself, and the authority he represented before the
court. “Captain Beckerman, in answer to the first charge against
you, will you please tell this court why you decided to desert your
post on Dharma Six?”

Beckerman fought the urge to laugh.
“Are you serious?” he said with disgust. “How would you like to
take a little trip and see this wonderful colony holding up close?
Three years chasing down every kind of abomination you can
imagine—that's what it was for us down there. Sci-Fi boys just used
us for zookeepers, right? So we had a job to do, and we pulled
things out of that jungle that would turn your stomach inside out.”
He looked around, angry that no one could possibly understand what
he was saying—except Harper.

“You were there,” he
pointed a finger Harper's way. “You saw what it was
like!”

“Sir, you have a very long
and distinguished record of service,” Kohen flattered his witness.
“You've been in difficult situations before, as I read it, and the
evidence shows that you handle yourself pretty well. Why break
ranks on Dharma Six?”

“Still holding to this
innocent routine?” Beckerman did laugh this time. “Oh, yes. I'm the
guilty one here, right? You folks didn't know a thing about
Dharma—never had the slightest inkling about what was going on down
there. Three years and the Sci-fi team couldn't figure out that a
million hungry monsters were ranging around in the flats? Well, you
don't miss something like that, no sir! Service is one thing, and
I've stood a hard watch in my day, just like you say, Mister. But
I'll be damned if I'm going to sit by and watch my boys chewed up
like that! No Sir. You want a man to stand at attention while his
guts are torn out, you find someone else.”

“So you abandoned your
post in the face of this alien life form that attacked the
Colony?

“We were
driven off out post!”
Beckerman yelled at him now. “You don't hold your ground against
these things, believe me, we tried, and we were army! You navy won't stand a chance
down there, marines and all. I saw my opportunity to escape and I
took it, along with my loyal men. We suffered enough. No one is
going to use me up like that and get away with it. You people make
me sick with your sanctimonious attitude. I did what I had to. You
call it desertion, I call it self-preservation. Guilty as charged.
Next question?”

Kohen paused to allow the Captain to
collect himself. “You don't have to believe me, but I must inform
you that neither the navy, nor the AFA, had any knowledge of the
existence of this ‘horde,’ as you call it, on Dharma Six. By my
last count there were over two hundred individual prospecting
passes authorized for gate shift when your outpost went off line.
Why would the AFA send people out here if they knew these insect
things were at large on the planet?”

“It’s too late for excuses
now,” Beckerman heard the logic of Kohen's argument, but he didn't
want to face it.

“Your outpost was
destroyed by these aliens, correct?

“It was.”

“You were not present
during the attack?”

“I was out on the flats
with my best platoon in a hovercraft.”

“And when did you learn
that your base of operations was compromised?'

“Compromised? Let me think
now...” Beckerman rolled his eyes, pretending to search for some
dim recollection. “Was it the mortar fire? The smoke from the tower
when the generator caught fire? Maybe when the containment wall was
flattened, and the side of the building was torn open like
tin-foil, we started to catch on.” He looked around the room, using
the sarcasm in his voice like a whip. Faces stared back at him,
dull and unbelieving. The circumstances of the case were strange
enough—let alone the reckless and sour demeanor of this army
Captain. Beckerman settled into a low growl as he
finished.

“We looked for the bodies,
God knows how long. Nothing left but the blood—fifty men on
station, and I had five survivors up in the tower,
crazy after what they'd
seen. Put them out of their misery, that was all there was left to
do for them.” He looked around the room again, eyes searching for
some shred of understanding behind the facade of his outer
disposition. “Yea, I guess it was then that I figured the base
was compromised.”
He soured on the word, handing it back to Kohen like a piece of
rotten fruit.

“Very well. What about the
Science team? Did you try and ascertain their status?”

“We took the hovercraft
in, but the place was empty. They had enough sense to cut and run
when they could, I suppose. The zone was busted wide open. I
watered my men at the complex and then moved out. If the Sci-fi
boys were alive they would have to fend for themselves. The flyers
came in the week after the attack. No place was safe then, so we
headed for the Wild Zone where at least we could get some cover
from the jungle canopy.”

“The flyers?”

“They changed on us...”
Beckerman seemed to stumble over his own words, and Harper could
see lines of tension tightening along his jaw.

“I'm not sure I follow
you, sir.”

“The creatures!” Beckerman
waved at him impatiently. “Damn things mutated into something that
could fly. We were posted on the flats near the crystal shards when
they hit us. Took my men by surprise with that little
trick.”

“If I may, sir,” Harper
interjected. “I can confirm that. Lieutenant Ryan and I almost fell
into the same trap, though the Lieutenant seemed to think someone
deliberately decoyed us that way.” He gave Beckerman a suspicious
look.

“Thank you, Captain
Harper. I do remember reading that in your deposition now that you
mention it. Very well, but you managed to escape this attack?”
Kohen re-directed his question to Beckerman.

“Like I said, we headed
for the Wild Zone. You get under that jungle and the things won't
find you easily. That's where we figured Dover was,
anyway.”

“You found Professor
Dover?”

“Never saw him
again.”

“But Lieutenant Ryan's
report indicates that Dover was alive in the Wild when the Achilles
arrived. He spoke with him. Dover claims you raided his
supplies.”

“Sure, we found the food
and oxygen, and we took it. You would too. I had twenty men left,
and they were in constant danger in the wild. Things in there got
real spooky, so we headed out to the flats after the flyers let up.
That's when the second nest came up...”

The Captain seemed to choke on his
words.

“What do you mean things
got spooky?”

“You haven’t
been there. You don't
know what its like.” Beckerman squinted, looking for an explanation
as he spoke. “It’s weird under that jungle. Vapor moss kicks up
this purple haze. You need oxygen all the time just to keep your
head on straight. And there’s spores in the air, crawling vines,
loaches, plants that suck you till you dry up like a scarecrow.
Believe me, its one hell of a place down there. Everything moves.
Nothing stays put. You can't count on anything but yourself after a
while, and you wonder if you're going crazy. It gets inside your
head. That place is spooky...”

Harper looked at Beckerman in a
different light for a moment. He could see the man behind his tough
outer crust, badgered and frightened in the Wild. He remembered how
he felt down there himself, and felt a sudden kinship with the army
Captain. There was a curse on Dharma VI, and it had touched them
both.

“Very well,” Kohen
continued. Now, you mentioned something about a second
nest?”

“Things came out of the
ground this time.” Beckerman looked around the room as if to
explain it all away. “We were camped on the flats again, ready for
anything. I had the position scouted well, and we had good fields
of fire. There was no way that we could be hit by surprise like
before, not the way I had that perimeter set up. But there they
were—right under our feet! They must have burrowed under the soil
to get in at us. Damnd’est things you ever laid eyes on. We never
saw anything! Nothing on the sensors but this god awful sound all
around us. I put up flares and sprayed sensor rounds every which
way, but there was nothing on the ground. They were
under the ground! And
they came up and tore my men to pieces. I managed to get to the
hovercraft with Genda and Merrick—that was all that was
left.”

Beckerman looked down at the table,
eyes dim, the fire gone out of him.

“You managed to survive
another week until the shuttle came in.” Kohen continued with a
softer tone. “Why didn't you contact the navy once it
landed?”

“Marauders were still
foraging, and we had to lay low.”

“Well, you managed to set
a laser beacon at the crystal shards, didn't you?”

“I sent in a beacon to see
if anyone was still alive on the Safe Zone.”

“You Goddamned liar!”
Harper broke in, angry again with Beckerman's manner. “Gates was
nearly killed out on those flats, and we could have been eaten
alive when those oversized dragon flies found us! You just said you
knew they had a nest out there!”

“You think I care?”
Beckerman squared off against him.

“Gentlemen!” Tico spoke
up. “Let Mr. Kohen conduct the questioning, Captain Harper. I know
you have a personal stake in this, but this is not the time or the
place to grind that out. Both of you have lost good people on the
ground.”

Kohen thought it wise to press on
while he could.

“Lieutenant Ryan's report
suggests that the beacon was a deliberate attempt to decoy him away
from the colony. During that interval you and your men commandeered
the LC-7.”

“Sure, we took the
shuttle. When we got to the complex there was no one there. But I
know nothing about this decoy business.” Beckerman said it more to
Harper than Kohen.

“And what about the cargo
of Mylanthus we found on the LC-7. Do you know anything about
that?”

“Retirement fund. We
figured we had it coming after what we went through.”

“So you just thought you
would hijack a navy frigate and sail off to a life of
luxury?”

“We thought we'd make the
best of it while we could!” Beckerman started getting angry again.
“army would say thanks and give me a desk for all my trouble on
Dharma Six. I had other plans, that was all—Until Genda lost his
nerve.”

“Oh you had other plans,
alright—killing Mr. Temple on the Bridge of Achilles,
perhaps?

“He got in the way. Look,
I said I was guilty as charged!
You don't have to rub my nose in this any more.
I'm not saying another word!”

Kohen regarded Beckerman
with contempt. “Frankly, Commodore, I don't think I care to
hear another word. The
prosecution rests. This man has admitted his guilt, and we await
the sentence of the court.”

Tico nodded as he studied his clip
board. There were still too many things surrounded with shades of
gray. Whatever happened on Dharma VI it was clear that the
experience had been traumatic enough to break a man like Beckerman.
Tico knew the Captain's bad temperament and obstinacy was simply
the foundation he had built his record on. It was as if all the
good aspects of his character had been chiseled away, leaving only
this broken bedrock of stubbornness and anger.

“Captain, there are still
a lot of unanswered questions in my mind about this incident. I do
not feel I have a complete picture of the events on Dharma Six, and
until I do I will hold your sentence in abeyance. It is clear to me
that you do not intend to contest any of the charges against you,
but the court has other concerns, and I would like to question you
further.”

“Look, how long do you
have to drag this thing out? I said I was guilty, what more do you
want?”

“I want some answers,
Mister!” Tico raised his voice. “We don't have to prove anything
here against a plea of guilty, you understand? But this matter has
implications extending far beyond your own personal fate. A lot of
people died on this watch, and you could tell us something that
would help find out why.”

“I told you how they died!
They were butchered standing guard over your crystal, Commodore.
You think I had enough in that shuttle to pay for that blood?”
Beckerman was adamant, but Tico set the clipboard aside, eyeing him
with unwavering purpose.

“I'm asking the questions
here, Captain. Now, this is not your area of expertise, sir, but I
want you to consider this next question carefully. We have reports
of a bio-hazard on Dharma Six. Can you confirm that?”

“The whole damn place is a
bio-hazard!”

“You know what I'm talking
about,” Tico pressed him to reason. “Your men had regular medical
checkups, correct? Did you observe anything that seemed
unusual?”

Beckerman thought for a while. “They
were good men.” He fidgeted with the edge of his shirt cuff. “Sure
they were getting a bit edgy. The tour was almost up and they
wanted to get the hell off that nightmare.”

“But was there any
instance of illness—any unusual physical problems or even
psychological trouble?”

“Not that I noticed or
cared about. They were short, and they acted like men who were
thinking about home. We all were. I let them blow off a little
steam once in a while, and they did.”

“The medical report here
on your Sergeant Genda is most unusual. Doctors can't quite figure
out what to call it. Can you tell me if you observed anything wrong
with him on the surface?”

“Genda? He lost his nerve,
that was all.” Beckerman had a disgusted look on his face. “I
should have guessed it, I suppose, but things were happening too
fast. I relied on Genda plenty of times before this, and he always
got the job done.”

“But he didn't seem ill—no
sign of fever or delirium while under your command?”

“You mean was he crazy? Is
that what your getting at? You probably think I'm crazy too, don't
you. Well I'm not! I may be wrong, damn it, but I'm not
crazy!”

“I haven't said that,”
Tico placated him. “But Sergeant Genda is very disturbed, and if you can
shed any light on his condition it could help.”

“As far as I could tell he
was OK until he turned yellow on the Achilles.”

Tico wasn't satisfied, but it was
clear that Beckerman could not enlighten him further. He regarded
the Captain with displeasure and let the matter go. “Captain
Harper...”

“Sir?” Harper responded,
giving Beckerman a sidelong glance.

“You were on Dharma with
this Lieutenant Ryan. Report says you encountered the Conservator,
Professor Dover, in the Wild Zone. Did he seem alright to
you?”

Harper cleared his throat. “I believe
so, sir. It was a difficult time, and I must admit that I was not
quite up to par down there, Commodore. I'm navy, and I'd prefer to
leave shore duty to someone else.”

“Then Dover seemed lucid
and clear headed in your opinion?”

“Yes Sir.”

“Well, did he tell you
anything about a bio-hazard on the planet?”

Harper thought back to
those awful days in the Wild Zone: the constant struggle to keep
his wits about him; the pressure and the worry. He remembered how
helpless he felt there on the ground, with an anxiety twisting at
his spine every moment. How could anyone stay in a place like that
and not be crazy?
“To be honest with you sir, I didn't listen much to what the
Professor was saying. Lieutenant Ryan was asking a lot of
questions. They were worried about the bugs, and these other things
that were after us...” He dug for the name of the creature that had
killed Dover. “Lyrpa, that was it.”

“You tangled with Lyrpa?”
Beckerman looked at him with amazement.

“Killed one, maybe two—I'm
not sure. I was wounded then, and the next thing I remember was
waking up here on the 108.”

Tico was getting nowhere.
It was clear that the answers he needed would have to come from
this SS man, but he was down on the planet trying to recover the
last crewmen off Achilles, Ensign Gates.

“When will this Lieutenant
Ryan be available for questioning?”

“That's hard to say, sir.”
Harper knew Ryan would not leave Dharma until he finished his
mission there. “I have one more officer unaccounted for on the
surface, god help her.” He looked at Beckerman. “Any harm comes to
that woman and I'll hold this man personally responsible.” He said
it with deadly earnest, and Beckerman felt the animosity in the
Captain's stare.

“Let’s hope he recovers
your crewman soon, Captain.” Tico had one last order of business
before he closed the hearing. “There was a CLEM 112 unit assigned
to the science team, correct?”

“You mean the robot?”
Harper confirmed.

“Yes, and I understand it
was recovered during the evacuation. I'd like to de-brief that unit
as soon as possible. Director Simonsen gated out to the Waystation
three days ago. In fact, that's why I'm here. The AFA is launching
a full investigation on this matter and Simonsen seems to think the
CLEM unit has some important information. He wants it sent out to
the Waystation on the double for a full memory dump to the
mainframe there. Have it placed in the courier node, Captain
Harper, and—”

“I'm sorry, sir, but
Lieutenant Ryan took the robot with him. It’s back on
Dharma.”

“Well, are you in contact
with this Lieutenant?”

“His next scheduled
comm-link is up in three hours, sir.”

“Then tell him to send the
CLEM unit up right away. Simonsen was very specific. And Captain,
no one is to leave this ship. When the Lieutenant returns with your
crewman, they are to be held in the decon chamber until a full
medical examination can be conducted.”

“Aye, aye sir.”

Tico looked around the room, satisfied
that there was nothing else he could resolve for the moment. This
was worse than he expected—worse than anyone imagined when the
first reports came in. In all his years of service he never saw
anything like it, except on Draconis, and he was beginning to fear
that it would turn out worse than that in the end.

“Very well, gentlemen.
This hearing is closed. Please escort Captain Beckerman to the
brig. I will convene this court to pass sentence in due
course.”

The heavy stillness in the room broke
into a shuffle of uniforms and muted whispers. Harper gave
Beckerman one last look as the two marine guards escorted him out,
but his mind was diverted to Ryan again, and to Gates. The thought
of them down there on that planet was eating at him again and
making him edgy. He couldn't concentrate, and the frustration was
building like a headache. Perhaps a little rest would do him some
good now, and some food in the bargain. He headed for the galley,
distracting himself with thoughts of that steak he had ordered from
the quartermaster. He savored the taste in his mind, eager to get
away to the mess hall as soon as possible.
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The air was misted
with cool vapor and laced with a sweet odor. As
she struggled awake from the hold of some darkening dream, Gates
was surprised to find herself tangled in the heart of a twisting
coil of vines. Her arms were hopelessly tangled, and the creeping
vine had invaded every opening of her flex suit, clamping on to her
naked skin beneath with a lurid grasp. Instinctively, she began to
squirm, but as she did so, there was a sudden motion to her left.
She turned her head, surprised to see a woman standing in front of
her, naked from head to toe! Her body was tall and lean, olive skin
smudged here and there with the red-brown loam of Dharman soil. Her
hair extended in long, dark tresses, draping down over her
shoulders and breasts in a tousled fall. The woman stared at her,
dark oval eyes filled with a wild light. Gates was struck with
unreasonable fear as the woman reached out and fingered her flex
suit.

“Who are you?” She
stammered, but the woman made no reply. She stared at the
blue-green fibers of Gates suit, tracing along the central seam to
the clasp near her throat. She seemed fascinated with the insignia
there, a silvered anchor in a circle of gold, the time-worn symbol
of the navy.

“Federals!” her voice cut
at Gates. “I was afraid this would happen.”

“What?” Gates, squirmed
against the serpentine grip of the vines. “Help me!”

The woman slapped Gates face with the
back of her hand. “Be silent! What are you doing here? Blundering
about in the wild like an animal? This serves you
right!”

Gates was shocked by the sudden blow,
but it helped her senses clear and now she remembered once again
the long series of events that led her into the Wild Zone after the
final attack against the Conservatory. The images were so sharp in
her mind that she gasped with fright. The Safe Zone was overrun by
a vast horde of Marauders. Here and there the massive, beetling
silhouette of a great Brother Seeker rose from the tide of Asects.
They swarmed around the tower and pressed on to the south where the
last of her comrades fled. Lieutenant Ryan! Caruso! She wondered
what became of them. Her memory shaded, and fell away. What was she
doing here in the Wild? Who was this woman?

“I remember...” The dark
haired woman seemed to squint, eyes narrowing above her prominent
cheekbones. It was as if she too was suddenly chasing some dim
recollection. Then she grasped Gates by the cheek. “How many are
you?” Gates strained away from the woman's hand. “How many?” She
released her with a hard shove and took hold of her by the hair,
pulling Gates' head back as if to force the information from
her.

“What's wrong with you!”
Gates fought verbally, but the woman wrenched her hair until it
hurt. “I'm off the Frigate Achilles—Ensign Kathleen Gates. We came
in to relieve you here!”

“There are others, yes?”
With each question the dark haired woman jerked Gates’ head back
until it struck the thick stalk of the nesting vines that held her
fast.

“Of course there are!
There's a container ship in orbit now—you're safe! They will be
coming back down to look for us. Don't you understand? We'll be OK
now, the rescue mission has arrived.”

“Rescue?” The woman
released Gates with a look of contempt. “There will be no rescue!”
She almost shouted. “They want to kill us, but we'll fight them
now. You don't understand! You haven't changed, but you will soon
enough.”

Gates was confused. Her mind was clear
enough to understand that this woman must be a survivor from the
Conservatory, but what was she talking about? What was she doing
out here without a flex suit? Something tugged at the corners of
her memory, and Gates remembered waking up in the Wild Zone, naked
as well, in a bed of soft, warm moss and lichen. She looked at the
graceful sweep of the other woman's body and thought how natural it
seemed against the backdrop of the wild.

“They'll be looking for
you,” the woman went on. “ But the Wild Zone will deal with them
now. As for you...” She looked Gates over, considering her. “You
must come with me.” Without another word the woman pulled off
Gates’ boots and flung them away. Then she took hold of the clasp
at Gates' throat and pulled it down. The flex suit split open along
its central seam.

“What are you doing?”
Gates twisted away, but she was trapped by the tangle of the
vine.

The woman pulled the clasp down to the
navel and threw the suit open. Her eyes ran over Gates’ body, as
though she were looking for signs of injury. She reached up and
took hold of the vines where they held Gates' arms and paused,
taking in her breath and closing her eyes. The coils of the plant
snapped and broke away to release the navy woman. She was able to
work herself free, but the ends of the vines still clung to her
skin. She pulled one from her face and neck and staggered away from
the source of the intruding plants, the last trailing fronds
snapping as she struggled free.

An involuntary shiver shook her slight
frame and she fell to one knee with a sudden weakness. The strange
woman stood over her for a moment and then stooped next to her
taking hold of the flex suit and pulling it open again.

“Leave me alone!” Gates
tried to push the woman away, but she had no strength in her limbs
and little wind. The woman was looking at faint red blotches on
Gates' chest where the plant had attached itself to her.

“You'll need attention
soon. Besides, you don't need this filthy suit!” The dark haired
woman seemed angry. Gates fell back on a bole of hoary roots but
the woman was over her, pushing the flex suit away from her
shoulders. She grappled with her, pulling her arms behind her back.
Gates was so exhausted that the woman could pin her wrists together
with one hand while she took hold of the flex suit by the collar
and peeled it away from the smaller woman's body. She put up a
half-hearted struggle, but the stronger woman stripped the suit
away and flung it into the heart of the coiling vine plant. Gates
was left with only her thin nylon shorts on, and the remnants of
the vine that still clung to her body. Chandros took hold of the
reddish tendrils and pulled them off.

“Better,” she said,
standing up and searching Gates’ frame with a narrowed
gaze.

Gates fought off a chill, hugging
herself as much for protection as warmth. She felt so vulnerable
with her flex suit off and started toward it again when the woman
disappeared behind the vine plant. As Gates reached out for a
dangling sleeve the woman grabbed her arm from behind the
plant.

“Forget that!”

“Let me go!” Gates
protested, but the woman was determined. Gates saw that she had
hold of a long, slender coil of the vine plant, and she meant to
use it like a rope. Though Gates had her breath back, she could not
fight the woman off. She felt her arms pulled behind her back
again, and the woman pushed her forward onto her stomach and
straddled her while she worked the vine around Gates' arms.
Frustrated and angry, Gates was soon a prisoner of the plant once
again, her arms securely bound.

“What do you think you're
doing?” She breathed.

“This is for your own
good. I'll need to treat some of those leeching wounds—unless you
like the thought of feeder moss growing under your skin! Besides,
if I leave you free you would try to escape me, and more than
likely stumble into something really dangerous next time. Now get
up!” The woman stood up, dragging Gates with her on unsteady legs.
She brushed away a trail of moss where it clung to Gates torso
during their struggle. “There,” she said. “Much better.”

Gates felt humiliated. She looked away
as the woman regarded her with a smug expression, angry that she
let herself be so easily overcome. What did this woman want with
her? What did she mean, no rescue? Couldn't she understand that the
container ship was their only chance for survival now?

“Move!” the woman
commanded, and pushed her toward the edge of the foliated glen.
Gates wriggled away from the plants as they brushed past her,
trailing along her naked body. They were through the wash of leaves
and into a clearing beyond. The woman's hand pressed against the
small of her back just above her rump. She guided her with a firm
nudge, and together they set off across the clearing in
silence.

A short time later they halted in the
midst of a field of tuber fronds. Gates was visibly tired, and
still short of breath. The other woman gave her a sympathetic
look.

“You're still suffering
the effects of the Leeching Vine, but your strength will return
soon.” She brushed a long strand of jet black hair from her brow
and reached out to smooth away a light sheen of perspiration on
Gates forehead. The navy woman watched while her captor sorted
through the fronds around them chanting something to herself. She
stopped, running her fingers up a long plant stem and closed her
eyes when her hand reached the pale orange pod at the end. She
broke the pod away, whispering a single word and then cupped it in
her palms. The thin shell of the outer membrane gave way and a
clear, sweet smelling sap oozed out. “Now, stand still,” she
commanded. The woman squeezed the tuber pod until her hands were
full of the sap and then began rubbing it over Gates' shoulders and
arms, paying particular attention to the places where the vine had
attached itself.

“What's that?”

“Baresha Plant.” The woman
said matter of factly. “It has antiseptic properties and will
prevent the feeder moss from developing. The Leeching Vine was
trying to deposit seedlings in your sub dermal fat.” She paused to
look Gates over. “Not much of that on you, is there? You're like a
little girl! Hardly anything at all. The oil will protect your skin
at the same time. You see?” She gestured at her own body. “I don't
need a uniform.” She continued rubbing the oil around Gates neck
and shoulders until it was gone. Then she picked another frond with
a whispered invocation and renewed the process, smearing the oil
over her breasts and belly until Gates' entire body was glistening
with the fragrant oil. She pulled down Gates' blue nylon shorts to
cover her with the oil from the waist down. Gates felt herself
blush, a little embarrassed and somewhat aroused by the treatment.
The oil tingled but left her skin feeling warm and invigorated.
After some time, the woman finished, careful to apply a liberal
dose of the oil to the soles of Gates' feet. She slipped Gates
shorts back into place.

“I smell like a
tangerine!” Gates exclaimed.

“It is pleasant, yes?” The
woman was working the oil over her own body now. “It will tickle a
bit in the sensitive places,” she said as she smoothed it over her
flanks and calves.

Gates watched while the woman anointed
herself with the sweet lotion, feeling a sudden kinship with her.
She looked at the smooth, round contours of the woman's body; well
formed breasts above a narrow waist and flat stomach. Her muscular
legs fell in a long graceful sweep, catching the amber light where
they were wet with the tuber sap. Gates thought how beautiful she
was. There was an Asian aspect about her, though she was quite
tall. “Tell me who you are?” She ventured a question.

The woman finished smoothing the oil
over her arms. “Who am I?” She said it more to herself than Gates,
“You may call me Chandros.”

“Dr. Chandros?” Gates
remembered Ryan and Captain Harper discussing a woman named
Chandros on the bridge of the Achilles.

“Yes. I was assigned to
the science team when they came here. But I am not a doctor any
longer. Things have happened—too many things to explain just now,
but perhaps you will know in time.”

“The Lieutenant was
looking for you. Didn't you know?”

“Lieutenant?” Chandros
soured on the word. “Men! Killers and destroyers—nothing more! We
have seen that, yes? All they wanted was the crystal. They didn't
care for anything else. But we stopped that, didn't we. They will
not have this place.”

Gates was puzzled. “They'll be looking
for me,” she pressed.

The woman took her by the
cheek. “You must forget
them! They will only cause harm here.” Gates
strained away and the woman relaxed her grip, smoothing her hand
over Gates' face. “I am sorry if I offend you,” Chandros hand
rested on her shoulder. “You will understand in time. You still
move in their world, as I must from time to time. But you will move
in this world now.” She gestured to the field of fronds about them.
“And you will learn things.”

Chandros gentled her hand against
Gates' neck and closed her eyes. Gates felt a soft pressure, and
the woman's touch was unusually warm. She drew close, tentatively
at first, until her arms circled to embrace her. Gates was taken
off guard, confused and somewhat embarrassed. The softness of the
woman's breasts pressed against her own and she warmed to the
touch. A feeling swept over her like honey. It was a sweetness and
intimacy that was not sexual, but laced with a sentiment of
tenderness and bonding. It was as if some energy imbued in the
woman’s body was flowing into her, enveloping her, and surrounding
her with calm. She closed her eyes and relaxed, her will melting
into the woman's embrace. Her legs felt weak, and she fell into a
swoon collapsing against the strength and energy in the other
woman's body. Gates felt her breath synchronize with the other, and
a strange light danced in her mind.
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