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      No smoke rose from the ramshackle cabin.

      There should be smoke, Lorn Kymbal thought.

      He lay in the snow atop a ridge overlooking the clearing, his winter field uniform making him little more than one white lump among many in the snow-drenched landscape, peering through binoculars powerful enough he could zoom in on individual nail holes in the cabin’s rough wood planking. But the windows were shuttered, the door was closed, the snow lay as thick and crisp and even as even Good King Wenceslas could have liked, and there was no smoke.

      There should be smoke.

      Lorn checked his watch. Two minutes until he was supposed to approach the cabin and meet with the man who had lived there for as long as he could remember…the man who had never asked to meet with him before, or shown the slightest interest in him, despite his long relationship with Lorn’s parents.

      He dearly wanted to unsling the multirifle he carried on his back, but one thing he knew very well about Javik, the man in the cabin—if he was there—was that approaching him with a weapon was a very bad idea. Even if he was the one who had asked for the meeting.

      Lorn wasn’t even sure why he was so nervous about this whole set-up. The only threats he normally faced in this part of the frontier—where, after all, he had grown up—were winter-starved longtooths and the occasional poacher. The dead-enders of the Skywatchers cult had been cleared out of this region long since. Lorn had cleared out a few of them himself a few months ago and had a jagged red scar on his thigh to show for it, from a slug which had come within centimetres of taking out his femoral artery, and him with it.Things had generally been quiet here.

      But now it’s too quiet, he thought. As they like to say in the holoadventures.

      He scanned the surrounding woods. Nothing moved, and maybe that was why it seemed too quiet. Not a bird, not a barkrat, not a biterbunny. As though everything had gone into hiding.

      As though something had scared them off.

      Probably just a big predator, Lorn thought. Longtooth, maybe—or a pack of meathawks. Nasty, but nothing I can’t handle.

      Though he’d be surer of that with a weapon in his hand.

      His watch vibrated. Time to see what’s what at last. He got to his feet and headed down the snow-covered slope.

      The door stayed closed. The windows stayed shuttered. The only sound was the crunch of his booted feet in the snow.

      On the porch, he took one last look round at the dark, brooding woods, then put his hand on the latch. It lifted easily, and he stepped inside.

      From the outside, the cabin had looked like the thrown-together-out-of-odds-and-ends shelter of some sort of bearded mountain man. On the inside, as he had suspected it would—though the man who lived there had never before, to his knowledge, allowed anyone to enter it—it looked like the nerve center of a global intelligence gathering operation…which, in a way, it was.

      But Javik was not seated at the rough wooden table, above which flickered the restless lightning of holographic data displays. Instead, he lay on the bed in the corner, as rough a piece of furniture as the table, made of unpeeled branches. His eyes were closed, but his eyelids twitched, and his lips with them, though he made no sound. The green blanket beneath him was stained, and the smell rising from it made Lorn blink hard and swallow. Javik had never been one for personal hygiene, but from the look and smell of things he’d not only not bathed in weeks, he hadn’t moved from the bed for days.

      Maybe he’s sick, Lorn thought. He stepped closer to the bed and cleared his throat. Javik didn’t respond. “Javik,” Lorn said. “It’s Lorn Kymbal. I’m here.”

      Javik’s eyes jerked open. “Anomalies,” he said, his voice a croak. “Anomalies!” His right hand, which had been lying out of Lorn’s sight on the far side of the bed, suddenly rose. In it, he held a small rectangular object, black and featureless—a netlink. “Take it!”

      Lorn reached for it. The moment the netlink, still warm from Javik’s hand, was in his grasp, Javik’s hand dropped, and he dug under the blankets for something else Lorn couldn’t see. His head turned toward Lorn, his pupils wide black pools. “Now go. Into the woods. Get out of sight.”

      Lorn felt the familiar surge of the anger that these days always lay close to the surface. “Like hell! You hauled me all the way out into the middle of nowhere for this! I don’t care how secretive you like to be, you’re damn well going to tell me—”

      “Get out!” Javik snarled. His right hand came up again. Now it held a pistol, a massive, ancient slug-thrower of a design Lorn had never seen outside of a museum. The end of the barrel gaped at him like a screaming mouth. “Now!”

      Lorn’s hand twitched as though feeling for the familiar-but-missing weight of his own sidearm. Fuming, he backed slowly away, never taking his narrowed eyes from the reeking hulk of the man in the bed. The pistol tracked him to the door.

      “Into the woods,” Javik said. Now his voice held a note of pleading. “Into the woods, boy…Lorn. Out of sight. Fast!”

      Lorn hesitated. “Javik—”

      The pistol flashed and roared, and Lorn ducked instinctively but uselessly as a large chunk of the doorframe disintegrated, showering him with splinters. “Damn it, Javik!”

      “Out!” Javik said, the sound a howl. “Out! Hide! Now! Time’s up!”

      Furious, Lorn turned and slammed out through the door. He ploughed through the deep snow and into the woods, then turned and glared back at the cabin. The man’s finally gone crazy, he thought.

      Crazier, he amended. Javik hadn’t exactly been right in the head since the day he’d installed a permanent link to the planetary ’Net in his own brain and whatever bizarre software-to-wetware translation algorithm he’d come up with to make the interface possible. Why does he even need those holodisplays? he wondered. He snorted. Because he can’t get an upgrade, that’s why. Technology’s leaving him behind. Maybe he’s—

      His thought broke off as he heard a faint sound, the rustle of something small moving through the snow. So not everything’s been scared away. He glanced through the screen of branches toward the noise. Probably a barkrat. Too bad I can’t shoot at it without Javik emptying his pistol at me. Make a good supper—

      He froze. The thing moving through the snow wasn’t a barkrat. In fact, it wasn’t any animal he’d ever seen before.

      What it looked like was a giant black spider, but no such creature existed on Peregrine to his knowledge—certainly not in these familiar mountains, though who knew what dwelt in the uncharted jungles of Margaret’s Land, across the sea…

      Then he realized what it really was, and he tried to stop breathing. Because he had seen something like it before…but not on Peregrine. He had seen it in Mayflower II, the ancient starship in orbit above the planet, whose near-disastrous arrival seven years before had nearly led to the planet’s destruction—not to mention his own: he’d almost died there as a teenager.

      It was a robot, kin to the maintenance robots aboard that ship—maintenance robots that could also be programmed to kill.

      Though this one was much smaller, little bigger than the barkrat he’d first thought it. It scuttled across the snow on eight flickering black legs. It scaled the wall of the cabin. It dashed across the tree-branch roof and dropped down the fieldstone chimney.

      Javik’s pistol boomed once, making Lorn flinch and sending snow sliding from the roof.

      And then the cabin exploded.

      The blast and a wave of searing heat hurled Lorn onto his back, burying him in the snow, while bits of wood and metal and stone tore through the tree branches above him in a deadly hurricane. Bark and leaves and branches dropped all around him. He could hear debris pattering the ground for several seconds.

      Lorn hauled himself to his feet, coughing on the acrid smoke drifting past him. He stared at the shattered hulk of the cabin, nothing left but a few blackened support timbers, splintered and splayed out from the few hearth stones left standing like the petals of some strange charcoal-colored flower.

      He didn’t bother looking for Javik’s remains; he knew he wouldn’t find them.

      Shit, he thought. Shit shit shit. The crazy man with the built-in netlink had always just been here, part of the background of his life as long as he could remember. And now, just like that, he was gone.

      He lifted the netlink in his hand and examined it. Blank and black, it told him nothing. He’d have to activate it if he wanted to learn anything. Which at the moment seemed like a really bad idea.

      Javik knew that thing was coming. He knew it was coming, and he wanted me to see it…and to have this. But why?

      Why me?

      He hadn’t been close to Javik. The only person who could make any claim to have been close to Javik was his mother. And now I’ll have to be the one to tell her he’s dead. Damn fool. What the hell did he get himself mixed up in? What is he trying to mix me up in?

      “Anomalies,” he growled. He pocketed the netlink, turned, and climbed back up to where he had left his pack and his snowshoes, unshipping his multirifle as he toiled up the slope. He didn’t figure he’d be putting it down soon because whoever had sent that robot likely hadn’t wanted any witnesses. He had to get out of there. “Damn snow,” he muttered as he trudged along the ridgeline toward his camp, a kilometer distant. “How am I supposed to hide my tracks in this?”

      The answer was, of course, that he wasn’t. All he could do was keep an eye on his back trail and hope that if those black spider-robots moved in pairs, they didn’t have enough autonomy to follow trails in the snow—even really obvious trails like the one he was leaving.

      But he couldn’t keep looking behind all the time. An hour later, he was struggling up a particularly steep and slippery bit of slope toward the rocky outcropping he had chosen as a landmark to mark the route down to his camp, just a couple of hundred metres away on the far side of the ridge. The climb had required him to sling his multirifle again and use both hands to take advantage of the handholds provided by the undergrowth. He knew how vulnerable he was during those four or five minutes, and that made him hyperaware of the sounds in the snow-shrouded woods all around him—otherwise, he might never have heard the soft slithering sound of something behind him.

      He threw himself to the side. The multirifle was out of the question, but his sidearm was in his hand even before he raised himself up again, facing back down his trail—just in time to see the black spiderbot, twin to the one that had skittered down Javik’s chimney, gathering its metal legs under it. It jumped, and he fired at the same time.

      The pistol, like the multirifle, could fire a laser, a slug, or an explosive shell. He’d set it to default to the slug, and the bullet caught the spiderbot in mid-air. A single pistol shot, as he knew from bloody experience, couldn’t transfer enough energy to an onrushing human attacker to stop his forward momentum, but the spiderbot massed far less than a human: it wasn’t hurled back, but it was stopped in mid-jump. It dropped into the snow, legs splaying out as it fell. It immediately scuttled forward again, but the momentary pause had given Lorn enough time to thumb his sidearm from slug to laser. He pulled the trigger. A flash of light, and the spiderbot simply…stopped. There was a neat round hole through its center, the edges glowing red but already darkening. Lorn rolled over again and frantically scrambled on up the slope.

      He’d just crested the ridge when the spiderbot exploded.

      The blast sent him tumbling down the slope in a welter of snow. Ten metres downhill, he slammed into a tree trunk. Groaning, clutching his bruised side, he pulled himself upright and looked at the cloud of smoke dissipating overhead. “If Javik wasn’t already dead, I’d kill him myself,” he said out loud. He shook his head. His ears rang. “And I really should stop talking to myself.” Then he snorted. His therapist had said something like that. “Which is reason enough to keep right on doing it!” he said. Then he clamped his mouth shut because that had just sounded crazy.

      He could see the bright blue of his tent just a few more metres downslope through the trees. With relief, he struggled to his feet and stumbled down to it.

      Hoping the spiderbots didn’t travel in threes, he set to work striking camp. He wanted to be kilometres away before dark…and before he looked at the netlink. He had everything in his backpack and was heading down the slope into the next valley over from the one the unfortunate Javik had called home within ten minutes. He continued to keep a close watch on his back trail, but nothing moved, and as he plunged through the snow, he heard birdcalls resuming in the trees around him—a reasonably good indication, he hoped, that no strange black spiders were stalking him through the trees.

      At the bottom of the valley, a stream burbled over rocks, flowing to his right—south—eventually emptying into the Green Falls River, the biggest river in this part of the Peregrine wilderness, and a relatively heavily populated region, though the scattered farms and villages along it were still considered remote from the heartland on the other side of the mountains rising behind him. If he set out straight ahead, over progressively lower ridges, he would relatively soon emerge into the vast desert that dominated the eastern half of the continent, stretching all the way to the ocean. It was out there that he and his father had seen an aircraft crash seven years ago, when he was just fifteen, and had rescued from the wreckage Art Stoddard, whose arrival on the planet from Mayflower II had triggered so much change.

      Not enough change, Lorn thought, not for the first time.

      His boots were waterproof and heated; he stepped into the stream without hesitation and began picking his way downstream. Running water was still the best way to throw anything off a trail, whether human, animal, or—he hoped—robot. The going would be slow and the footing treacherous, but it was more important to cover his tracks than to traverse large distances. Distance would mean nothing to something like those spiderbots.

      As he cautiously made his way along the streambed, checking behind him at regular intervals, he tried to figure out where they had come from. They clearly weren’t of Peregrine design. That pointed directly at Mayflower II.

      Could they have been smuggled down from the ship? There were dead-enders on board—Art Stoddard’s parents, for example—who refused to descend to the surface, living aboard the starship as though nothing had changed (though he suspected even the Stoddards weren’t averse to eating the fresh food shipped up to Mayflower II by shuttle).

      But the only way to get anything down to the surface from the ship was via that same shuttle, and knowing what he knew of the security procedures in place, he had a hard time picturing how that could happen. If the devices weren’t found during the initial screening on the ship, they would surely be found during the careful examination on the planet. The Peregrine authorities weren’t about to trust the good intentions of anyone who had chosen to remain aboard the ship that had once threatened to bombard the planet with matter/antimatter missiles.

      That didn’t mean, though, that the designs hadn’t been smuggled down, and the spiderbots constructed in some hidden microfactory. Pretty much anything could be made by one of those, given the right programming and raw materials. So that could explain how they had been constructed. The bigger question was why—and without looking at the netlink, it was a question he couldn’t even begin to answer.

      One thing was clear. Javik, the man hardwired into the planetary ’Net who had been the first person outside the government to know about the approach of Mayflower II all those years ago, had also known the spiderbot—or something—was coming for him. Which meant not only that he had discovered something someone desperately wanted to remain secret, but also that those same someones knew their secret had been discovered.

      The uncomfortable question from Lorn’s point of view, then, was: did they also know Javik had summoned him?

      If they did, they knew his name. They couldn’t know where he lived, since he had no fixed address, but they could well know where his parents lived, with his little sister, Melissa, now a teenager; they would know his friends—though there were few enough of those. They could threaten him in all sorts of ways.

      And if that second spiderbot had had visual capability and someone had been monitoring its usage, they could be sending more—or something worse—after him right now.

      “Thanks a bunch, Javik,” Lorn muttered. “I love you, too.”

      He glanced up at the sky. He had hours more daylight. He intended to make the most of them.
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      Six hours later, Lorn sat cross-legged on his sleeping bag, tucked inside his tent, which in turn was tucked beneath an overhanging cliff face, hidden from the unfriendly gaze of any passing aircraft or satellites. The heated frame had warmed the interior to the point he had taken off his white winter outerwear and was comfortable in his regulation State Security Intelligence Network black T-shirt and pants. He held the netlink in his right hand, regarding it warily.

      It was currently powered down, which was supposed to mean that it was untraceable…although Lorn knew full well that commercially sold netlinks in fact contained secret hardware and code to enable the government to track them anywhere, anytime, powered down or not. But this didn’t look like a commercial netlink: it looked like a black market version, neither company logo nor serial number marring its black matte finish. Come on, Lorn chided himself, this is Javik we’re talking about. There’s no way he handed you something that could be traced.

      But…if he turned it on, would it link to the ’Net? And then could he be traced?

      He had another option, of course. He could simply throw it in the snow and hike away without ever looking at it. Javik was crazy. Even his Mom had said as much. Getting mixed up in whatever had killed Javik would make him equally crazy.

      On the other hand, that bloody robot had tried to kill him.

      He thumbed the power button.

      The netlink’s screen lit instantly. He saw at once that it was not connected to anything, which was a relief. That made it nothing more than a data storage device…but what data?

      The device answered that question almost as he thought it.

      “Lorn Kymbal,” said Javik’s voice, though the screen displayed nothing but the usual status icons against a blue background. “I have chosen to give this to you for two reasons. One, as a part of this planet’s security apparatus, you have the necessary knowledge and training to potentially investigate the information contained herein, with at least some possibility of surviving that investigation.”

      “Hello to you, too,” Lorn muttered.

      “Two,” Javik’s voice continued, “although you are part of the security apparatus, you also have connections to Art Stoddard, the young woman known as Shadow, and the former revolutionary Avara Morali. These connections could serve you well, depending on how you choose to deal with this data.”

      This is sounding more ominous by the minute, Lorn thought.

      “If you are hearing this, I am dead,” Javik said. “I signed my death warrant the moment I downloaded this data. I thought it a reasonable exchange. My life has meant very little to me for years. I trust my death may be more meaningful.” His voice stopped.

      And I guess that’s your epitaph. I’ve heard worse.

      A new voice spoke: a generic voice, a computer voice. “To unlock this device, please press your thumb against the screen.”

      Biometric lock, Lorn thought. Not perfect, but way better than a password. Then he frowned. How could Javik have my thumbprint?

      No answer to that, and no one he could ask. He pressed his right thumb to the screen.

      The device beeped. “Identity confirmed. Corporal Lorn Kymbal, State Security Intelligence Network, you are authorized to view the data on this device. Have a nice day.”

      A new icon appeared on the screen, a green circle. Lorn thumbed it. Javik’s voice began speaking again. “The first anomaly to impinge on my consciousness was an encrypted message transmitted by satellite to a strangely indeterminate address that resolves to one of the secure servers of the planetary government. The encryption was of a type I have never seen before and unbreakable with any of my usual tools.

      “My netlink algorithm has deteriorated over the years, and there could well be new military-grade encryption schemes with which I am unfamiliar. However, what heightened the anomalous nature of the message was its point of origin. It came, the transmitting satellite insisted, from the far side of the planet: specifically, from deep within the jungles of Margaret’s Land.”

      Lorn touched the pause button and stared at the netlink. Margaret’s Land (named, the story went, after the back-on-Terra girlfriend of the scout who had originally identified Peregrine as habitable) was the sole continent on the far side of the world. There were only two continents, in fact, although there were a number of significant island chains, mostly uninhabited, scattered around the planet.

      Margaret’s Land had only a few permanent settlements, all clinging to the more temperate southern coastline, where the temperature and humidity were sauna-like for only eight months of the year instead of all twelve. Aside from some fishing and a modicum of agriculture, needed simply to support the population, the settlements’ sole business was catering to the wilderness adventurers who liked to test their mettle against the jungle. A distressingly high percentage of the time, the jungle won. But the fact hundreds of adventurers had vanished without a trace into the continent’s interior over the past few decades seemed only to encourage more to mount their own expeditions. The driving force for such suicidal foolishness was a single sentence in the original recorded-audio scouting report, which conspiracy theorists had ever since been claiming indicated an alien city had been seen in the jungle, a city which supposedly vanished between one orbital pass and the next.

      In the transcript, the sentence in question read more like gibberish than anything else—“City sighted…beamslice matter forget I can’t…buildup ruins/not?” was the most coherent version of it Lorn had seen—but of course, every official attempt to point out that the sentence was almost certainly nothing more than the product of a solar-flare-garbled transmission, or a slightly tipsy scout celebrating his first habitable planet, was simply more grist for the conspiracy-theorist mill. No one who had ever emerged from the jungle alive had produced any evidence that there was anything in the tangled wilderness other than thorny undergrowth, twisted trees, and wildlife armed with a truly alarming variety of natural defenses of the claws/teeth/spines/deadly poison variety. Those who had not emerged alive hadn’t produced any evidence either, of course, but somehow the mere fact they had vanished was taken as proof there must be something to the tale—especially since the government had long ago made clear it would not make the slightest effort to rescue anyone foolish enough to risk the jungle.

      Now Javik claimed he had detected a strange signal emanating from the middle of Margaret’s Land? It was enough to make a conspiracist hyperventilate…or, in the case of some of the more excitable ones, orgasm.

      But those spiderbots were nothing alien. They were too similar to the maintenance robots on Mayflower II to be anything other than human-made.

      Which raised an even more disturbing possibility. Someone was up to no good in Margaret’s Land…and on a planet that had just recently narrowly escaped both all-out civil war and bombardment from orbit, “no good” could be very no good indeed.

      “Shit,” Lorn said. It was becoming the theme of his day. He resumed the playback.

      An hour later, he was no happier. In fact, he was so much less happy that his initial trepidation might well have been mistaken for jumping for joy. Because although the messages coming out of the jungles of Margaret’s Land were encrypted in a way Javik had never been able to break, the messages going the other way used SSIN military encryption…and Javik knew how to get through that.

      Someone with access to the highest levels of the Peregrine government, and an extensive clandestine network within the government, seemed to be doing nothing less than laying plans for a coup. And the timeline was frighteningly ambitious: the trigger would be pulled in less than six months.

      That much was clear. But the details of the plan were presumably hidden in the unbreakably encrypted messages from Margaret’s Land. Certainly, the quantity of data in those messages was enormously greater than that in the terse acknowledgements from the government servers.

      The question was, what was he going to do about it?

      As a corporal in the State Security Intelligence Network, his duty was clear. He should immediately hand over the netlink to his immediate superior, Lieutenant Stanford Molitor.

      Lorn snorted. Like that was going to happen. Lorn was currently on leave because of Molitor, a by-the-book academy-trained martinet with all the imagination and people skills of a rock. A very dense rock.

      Their latest falling out had occurred after a Molitor-organized raid on a handful of diehard Skywatchers holed up in an abandoned factory on the edge of Stepperville, a nondescript city of about 20,000 people where nothing interesting had ever happened before.

      The raid had been a disaster. Twenty-seven Skywatchers, including six women—two of them pregnant—and eight children, had died, some in the crossfire, most when the building caught fire and the ceiling collapsed on them. Six SSIN agents had also died. And two civilians had been killed and eleven wounded when an old fuel tank had exploded, hurling shrapnel through a crowd of onlookers Molitor had failed to keep at a safe distance.

      Sickened and furious by what he had seen—and done—Lorn had confronted Molitor in full view of witnesses. He’d been arrested for it. Locked up for a while. Finally released but kept on “stress leave,” required to report every day for two hours of “therapy” with a soft-voiced noncommissioned nincompoop who was supposed to be helping him deal with his “issues” and instead had only made him angrier.

      Javik’s summons had seemed like a lifeline, something real to do, a reason to blow off Molitor and the therapist and the whole stupid rigamarole. He’d left a message that he was taking his saved-up leave. He’d earned some time off, after all. Maybe he hadn’t exactly followed Standard Operating Procedure to have it granted, but he’d told them where he was going and when he’d be back. So he wasn’t AWOL…exactly.

      Anyway, that was one reason he had no desire to hand over the explosive data Javik had bequeathed him to the next-highest link in the chain of command. The other was more sinister. The messages had made one thing clear: the SSIN itself was compromised. Compromised again, Lorn thought bitterly. His own father had been cashiered out of the SSIN years ago because he had recognized the growing influence of the Skywatcher cult as a threat and had said the wrong thing to the wrong person. Lorn had no way of knowing who was or wasn’t part of this new conspiracy, and this time around, it seemed clear, both from the messages and from the deadly spiderbots, revealing his knowledge to the wrong person wouldn’t just get him kicked off the force, it would get him killed.

      But there was someone he could give the information to: Art Stoddard. The erstwhile Conqueror of Time and Space must still have trusted channels through which he could pass along something like this. The government had given him the Starred Cross of Honor, after all, and tasked him with the important—Lorn supposed, though it sounded deadly dull to him—work of helping to integrate the former passengers and crew of Mayflower II into Peregrine society.

      What Lorn found hard to swallow about Art, though, was that he simply wasn’t the man he used to be.

      Or maybe, honesty forced him to add, he aas never the man Lorn had built him up to be.

      Truth was, no one could have lived up to the level of admiration his teenage self had felt for Art Stoddard. Art had arrived from outer space, had offered excitement—a little more excitement than Lorn had bargained for, culminating in his being shot and then blowing out an airlock to save Art and his companions from the Crew out to kill them—and a chance to do something that mattered. But Art, for all his good qualities, and all he had accomplished, had turned out to be just an ordinary man after all. Once the extraordinary circumstances that had made him great had faded into the past, he had resumed being an ordinary man, doing ordinary work, much of it in cooperation—and occasional conflict—with the woman who still called herself Shadow but whose real name was Cynthia Nikos. The daughter of the Captain of Mayflower II, Shadow had led the young Crawlspacer rebels who had seized control of the ship and helped prevent all-out war.

      Art’s wife, Avara Morali, once a Colonel in the SSIN, now hosted a current-events-and-entertainment talk show on the ’Net (Lorn couldn’t stand to watch it). They also had a four-year-old daughter, Melissa (named after his sister and, he had to admit, pretty much the cutest thing to ever toddle around on two legs since his Melissa had been that age), a cat, a dog, a substantial home in a wealthy suburb of Bagnell, and a very nice holiday property in the mountains. In short, they were settled and respectable, their adventuring days of derring-do behind them.

      But he wasn’t asking for any derring-do. He just wanted to wash his hands of Javik’s “anomalies,” let someone else worry about it, and get back to…

      …to what?

      He shook his head. He didn’t have an answer. He didn’t know what he was trying to get “back” to. Serving the SSIN? After that last raid, he wasn’t sure he wanted to serve the SSIN.

      But he didn’t want anything to do with this. He thumbed off the netlink.

      Of course, deciding to dump the problem on Art was easier than actually doing it. He obviously couldn’t risk transmitting the information. That meant hand-delivering the netlink, and it was a three-day hike to where he had left his ground vehicle and then more than a full day’s drive from the mountains to Bagnell. It could be the better part of a week before he could even arrange to see Art.

      So, I’d better get started, he thought. In the morning.

      Mind made up, he tucked the netlink into a pocket of his backpack, turned off the light, and stretched out in the sleeping bag. He hoped sleep would come quickly.

      It didn’t. In fact, it didn’t come at all.

      With nothing else to think about, his mind went back to the moment when the cabin had exploded. One second, it had been there, and Javik with it. The next…

      He rolled onto his side. He tried to put it out of his mind. But all that did was call up the other memories, the ones that had been keeping him from sleeping well for weeks. The burning factory. Some of the Skywatchers had run for it, dark figures silhouetted against the flames inside the building. The SSIN had shot them as they emerged. Then the women and children had started screaming. Molitor had ordered the SSIN to stay back, told them it was too dangerous. Lorn had listened to the screams. He’d disobeyed orders. He’s started forward…

      That was when the roof had collapsed. The screams had stopped.

      The firefighters had extinguished the flames. When they could get close enough, the SSIN had examined the bodies of those who had been shot fleeing the fire.

      They weren’t all fighters. Two of them were pregnant women.

      One of them, Lorn was pretty sure, he’d shot himself.

      Dammit. He rolled over onto his back, stared up into the darkness. No light penetrated the tent: it didn’t matter if his eyes were open or closed. But just because it was pitch black didn’t mean he wasn’t seeing anything. He could still see the woman, eyes open, hands cradled across the ragged hole in her swollen abdomen, blood soaking the ground, her blood, her unborn infant’s blood…

      That was when he’d lost it. That was when he’d confronted Molitor.

      It wasn’t my fault. It was his. He gave the orders. I just followed them. That’s my job: follow orders.

      He closed his eyes, but his heart was pounding too hard to let him relax, much less sleep. He opened them again. He clenched his fists.

      And then he heard the sound.

      He probably wouldn’t have noticed it if his body hadn’t already fired itself up to full fight-or-flight mode. It was just a crack, the breaking of a twig somewhere in the surrounding forest. It could have come from an animal. It had probably come from an animal.

      But just in case it hadn’t…

      Moving as quietly as he could, he shoved his feet into his boots, grabbed his coat and backpack, and then, multirifle in hand, slipped out of the tent, closing it behind him. Keeping to the shadow of the rock overhang, he crept away from the camp toward a large boulder he had made note of earlier. He rounded it, crouched down behind it, and then raised up slowly and lifted the multirifle’s scope to his right eye. He thumbed it to nightvision and waited.

      He expected to see an animal, or, at worst, another spiderbot. What he saw instead made him grin with relief: a man in the same SSIN winter gear he wore. The multirifle scope had already pinged the man’s ID tag, identifying him as Corporal Semyon Zheglov, someone Lorn knew by name and had met once at some official reception or other. He was about to step out from hiding and announce his presence when it occurred to him to wonder just what Zheglev was doing there.

      Lorn had hidden his own ID tag in a public campground fifty kilometres from where he’d parked his vehicle before hiking in. He hadn’t wanted anyone connecting Corporal Lorn Kymbal of the SSIN to Javik. That meant that as far as the SSIN’s tracking systems were concerned, he was camping out some three days’ hike from here.

      So how had Zheglev found him?

      It was just possible, Lorn thought, that the twin explosions of the spiderbots had been detected by some sensor or other, but he would have been willing to bet against the possibility. The SSIN barely had resources to cover the cities. It wasn’t much concerned with what went on out here, which was why those who didn’t much care for the SSIN tended to come out here. That was why Lorn had grown up in the Wild, after all.

      That left another, far more disturbing possibility: Zheglev had been actively monitoring the spiderbots—maybe even controlling them. And that meant, whatever mysterious plot was afoot, he was mixed up in it.

      Which meant this was definitely not a social call.

      He couldn’t have known Lorn would be not just alert, but hyper-alert, wound up like an old-fashioned watch spring: the faint crack of the twig must have seemed unimportant. Which meant Zheglev probably thought Lorn was still asleep in his—

      Zheglev stopped at the edge of the camp, raised his multirifle, and without giving any warning at all, fired a grenade into the tent.

      The blast echoed from the high walls of the overhanging cliff. The blue shelter vanished in a ball of orange flame and greasy black smoke that gave way to a puddle of fire as the groundsheet merrily burned, his sleeping bag a blackened lump in the middle of it. From a distance, it almost looked like a corpse. But of course, Zheglev had to be sure. He walked cautiously toward the tent. He’d slung his rifle, but he had his sidearm in hand—

      —the same hand that blew apart in a gout of blood and smoke as Lorn’s first bullet smashed through it. Zheglev, screaming, turned in that direction, and Lorn’s second shot, laser this time, burned through the back of his left knee. Instantly crippled, he thudded to the ground, still screaming.
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