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Chapter 1   
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Casimeer, a small planet in a remote region of the galaxy—barren and uninhabitable, save for a narrow rift valley where water and life exist. In that fragile ecosystem lies a source of great wealth and power. The centuries old struggle for control rages on, but outside forces are meddling and the final reckoning approaches....






Ulrich squinted at the horizon as the Marsh Warrior scythed through the night air. Still no sign of the tank; only the moonlit shadow of his ship, like the head of an ancient battle-axe, hurtling across the pale, endless, undulating grasses of the swamp. Pools of open water flashed past, stabbing his night vision with their silvery punctuation. The handles of the control yoke were slick against his sweating palms. He tightened his grip despite the ache in his forearms. A slight dip and he over-corrected yet again, sending another rattling jolt through the ship. He cast a guilty glance over at Querin, but his old mentor maintained a steadfast focus on the nav computer.

“Range ten kilometers, Baron.”

Ulrich nodded, darting his eyes between gauges on the panels and the panoramic curved window of the flight deck. Baron—formality was back. The quiet familiarity of their day out together on the swamp was gone.

A light flickered in the distance by a small stand of stunted trees.

“I see them!”

“I have them too on nav radar. We should gain altitude, Baron. We don’t know what's going on or what type of weapons the terrorists might have.”

Ulrich frowned, Salamander scum were no danger to the Marsh Warrior, but he knew arguing would be useless. He pulled back on the control column to hover the ship high above the trees. The grav-lev engines whined and moaned; restless thoroughbreds, straining to keep the ship stationary, their radiant blue light casting a ghostly glow on the scene as the forward camera zoomed in.

The amphibious tank was lumbering along like a giant wounded dung beetle, veering slowly to the left, smoke billowing from an open hatch. Its floodlight danced on hapless saplings as it plowed inexorably through them, their foliage quivering in surrender as they fell—but an ancient stump stood firm. The metal beast labored against the immovable old trunk and sputtered to a juddering stall.

A line of strange symbols was daubed in red paint on the deck of the tank. Ulrich tipped his head trying to make sense of them.

“Is that some kind of message on the tank?”

Querin glanced at the camera image on his console. “Maybe, but not in any language I know.”

“Any signs of life down there?”

“I've got nothing on infra-red, though I can’t be sure. The scanners can’t penetrate the tank.”

“So, let’s land and take a look.” Ulrich swooped the ship down; not his smoothest-ever landing, but he didn’t care. He leapt up and was off the bridge and into the small passenger cabin before Querin even unbuckled. He ran down the aisle, brushing past the empty seats and into the rear corridor as the ramp began to lower. Cold night air and the familiar damp aromas of the swamp flowed in to greet him.

Querin arrived, his laser pistol drawn. “Baron, please wait here while I check out the tank.” He stepped out onto the spongy marsh grass. Muddy water immediately oozed up around his black boots, but he moved with the practiced gait of a swamp man, short fast steps, never giving the mud time to draw him down. Ulrich watched for a moment; then set off after him. He caught up as Querin was climbing the rear ladder. He got a scowl, but no rebuke.

The tank seemed like a dead beast, a fresh kill. Mud was still dripping from its tracks, but the residual warmth from the engine was ebbing away with wisps of diesel fumes and pings from the cooling exhaust; the hulking machine had an aura of death. The rust encrusted rungs felt cold and bleak to Ulrich as he climbed aboard, as if decay had already begun.

Smoke, laced with the acrid odor of explosives, drifted out of the hatch on top of the gun turret. Ulrich cautiously peered in. Sparks from a shattered panel near the front of the cabin gave glimpses of the dark interior and of the driver's body jammed awkwardly over the throttle controls.

Querin shone his flashlight down. A dead soldier stared back up at them. Ulrich recoiled, but then forced himself to look again. The man must have been trying to escape when the explosion happened. His body lay crushed against the short turret ladder, neck resting on the third rung, head lolling at an insane angle and drooling blood from his mouth.

Querin grimaced. “Hmm... that's going to be a tight squeeze, but I need to get the event recorder.”

“I'll go—you are getting a bit chunky these days.” Ulrich patted Querin's rock-hard stomach and swung his legs over the edge of the hatch. His bravado ebbed away as he sat looking down into the smoking cauldron. It was going to be tricky. Control panels hemmed in both sides and the pointed breech of the cannon partially blocked the way forward. He grabbed the rough metal lip of the hatchway and lowered himself down. The breech scraped his chest through the thick black fabric of his uniform, but he managed to reach the floor and avoid the body. With a sigh of relief, he ducked to enter the cabin, but not low enough. The thud of his forehead on metal sent him reeling backward onto the corpse, the head slumped against him, eye-to-eye, as a wheeze of garlic breath escaped the gaping mouth. He shoved the cold dead face away and felt the pop of broken vertebrae resonate in his hand. He shivered and wiped his palm on his trousers, trying to erase the imprinted feeling as he crawled hurriedly into the cabin.

The smoke was dense now—a stinging toxic fog that forced him into a wheezing fit of coughing. He wiped tears from his eyes and tried to focus. The driver was sprawled across the central control panel, impaled on the throttle. He pulled, but the body did not budge. He got a better grip and, after a retching, sweating, hugging struggle managed to haul the dead driver back into his seat. Gasping to catch his breath, he noticed the non-regulation jacket and the nickname “Weasel” scrawled on the lapel. Things were obviously getting a bit lax on the northern patrol, but right now, he didn't care; his eyes were streaming and his lungs burning. He snatched the event recorder out of the central panel, retreated to the ladder and climbed to the circle of sky.

Querin glanced up from examining something at the front of the deck.

“What's the story?”

Ulrich spat the foul taste from his mouth and clambered down from the turret.

“The driver and gunner are dead,” he reported, trying to suppress the quiver in his voice. “I'd guess a percussion grenade based on the trauma to the crew and the superficial damage to the equipment; most of that should be salvageable. I didn't see any sign of the tank commander.”

“There's this.” Querin held up a severed forearm. “The sleeve is from a captain's jacket. The cut is very clean, right through flesh and bone in a single stroke—maybe a micro blade. That's pretty sophisticated stuff for a slug terrorist.”

He held out the limb for inspection. Ulrich did not take it. Something about the way the hand flopped towards him was repellent, almost alive, even the wristwatch was still ticking. Querin continued to hold it out, staring evenly at him.

Another ‘teaching moment’ Ulrich realized. He reluctantly reached for the horrid stump, but Querin suddenly pulled it back.

“We should return to the ship. We're too exposed out here and we're obviously not dealing with the usual Salamander scum. We'll check what the event recorder has for us and organize a search squad.”

Back in the Marsh Warrior, they quickly used the air hoses to blast away the mud and muck from their boots, a habitual act for residents of the swamp. Querin finished first and, still carrying the severed arm, headed up to the bridge. When Ulrich arrived, he was already barking orders at the comm-link.

“This is Commander Querin, dispatch a forensic team here now, and I want five search teams deployed at two-kilometer intervals between my current position and the direction of Lake Edge.”

Ulrich took the event recorder to a panel in the corner and plugged it in. The screen showed static. He hit the rewind button. After a few seconds, there was a huge flash and a bang and the strange sight of the gunner peeling his broken body off the ladder and leaping back toward his seat as the recorded events unfolded in reverse. He waited for the time display to count down to 8:15 pm; that was when they had received the call for assistance. He pushed play. The back of the captain’s head filled the foreground, and beyond him the driver and gunner. The picture shook as the tank rattled along. The roar of the engine drowned out most of the audio, but the crew was obviously arguing. 

“...what do you mean lost them?”

“...piece of junk scanner...”

“...just disappeared...”

“...searchlight’s quit too...”

“...going topside...”

Ulrich switched to the outside camera view. The grainy image of the captain emerged from the hatch and ducked under the stubby barrel of the cannon. He strode expertly forward along the bouncing deck and knelt by the dark searchlight. The man mouthed curses and fiddled with the housing for a moment before it sprang to life. What came next was a complete shock. Ulrich sat back stunned, then pushed stop and rewind.

“Come and see this.”

Querin joined him as he replayed the scene. The captain once again fixed the searchlight. As he stood up the air behind him seemed to quiver and shimmer. A figure brandishing a glowing sword materialized. The captain instinctively raised his arm to protect himself, but the blade scythed right through and continued diagonally downward, slicing him in two. Both halves of his carcass tumbled forward off the deck and under the churning tracks. The assassin extinguished his sword and staggered his way across the jarring, bumping surface to the hatch. He took a grenade from his belt, pulled its pin and dropped it into the tank; his webbed fingers spread wide as if waving it on its way. He lingered for a moment looking right into the camera, then leapt off just before the explosion. The tape went to static.

“How in the hell did they get PSDs?” Querin growled. He went back to the comm-link. “Okay sergeant, forget everything I just said. These terrorist bastards have got hold of PSDs, plasma swords, grenades and who knows what else. I want them found and I want them found now. Issue a level three alert. Pull in every available man and scour the whole damn swamp. And make sure you take at least one of them alive!”

Ulrich remained in front of the screen, transfixed by the final seconds of the video. Each time it finished, he rewound and played it again, staring into the eyes of the terrorist. Each time it went to static, his own reflection floated on the screen—disturbingly similar to the face of the Salamander.

———————-
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A heavy downpour had begun. Vadim watched the distant lights of the Marsh Warrior and the crippled tank distort as the rain interacted with his cloaking field. He was still shaking after his encounter on the tank and fumbled to turn off the PSD on his belt. With a click, his view cleared, and the full force of the cold deluge hit him. Perhaps the cleansing rain would wash off the last of the tank captain’s blood, though he knew the sickening memory would never leave.  

Modric materialized next to him, looking exhausted. Like most Salamander, he was not built for running. His dark red dive suit emphasized the barrel-chested bulk of his upper body and the thinness of his legs. His bare webbed feet looked huge, splayed out for balance on the mud as he bent forward, hands on knees, gasping for breath.

Another click, and the hulking presence of Kasim blocked his view. The giant Salamander was tugging at the crotch of his dive suit, trying to get it more comfortable. He gave up and tipped his head back, gathered rain in his gaping mouth, then blew it out through the gill slits on his neck with a ferocious snort. 

“Yuck,” Modric said. “Stay invisible if you’re going to do that.” He straightened up and shook the rain out of his thatch of black hair. “Vadim, you’re sure they don't have thermal scanners?”

“They do, but they only work when the ship is airborne. We'll be fine until they take off. Best to save the PSDs' power, they’re already below fifty percent.”

“Shouldn't we get moving anyway?” Kasim asked, an undercurrent of anger in his deep rumbling voice.

“We’d already be long gone if you two hadn’t insisted on painting that damned sign on the tank,” Vadim snapped unable to stifle his own anger.

“Brother Mikel said we—”

“Let’s not get into all that again,” Modric interrupted.  “Pretty soon this place will be crawling with Legiac soldiers. We need to move.”

“True,” Vadim said, “but we mustn't panic. They’ll assume we’re going to head south. I think we should make for Straag Gap instead—we can use the dive holes on Strome's land and the Legiac won't be expecting us to go north.”

Modric looked confused. “Why? There are closer dive holes than that.”

“They know that too. They'll probably send men to guard the nearest ones.”

“But it's all shallow swamp that direction,” Kasim protested. “We’d be better off going south to open water and swimming to Lake Edge.”

“No, their thermal scanners can detect us underwater. If we are on land, we can use the PSDs to disappear when we hear a search plane coming. Plus, the Legiac won't pursue us across the border onto Strome's territory.”

“Makes sense I guess,” Modric said grudgingly.

“Let's get going then.”

Kasim blocked his way.

“Do you think Coran survived?”

“No,” Vadim said emphatically. The explosion at the pump station had detonated early and Coran had still been inside. He must have died beneath the twisted pile of steel and concrete, but there was no way to be certain. The thought that he could be injured and trapped, was terrible. Even worse was the potential that the Legiac might find him alive. Not that Coran was a security risk. He was too new to the squad to know much of value—but the torturers would not believe that.

“We must move out!” He set off at a rapid pace, hoping extra exertion might block out images from his mind. The others followed, trying to keep up.

———————-
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A kilometer away, a lone figure in an unlit boat started the engine. The listening device concealed in Vadim's PSD had relayed everything. A black gloved hand programmed coordinates into the nav computer. Instantly, the display illuminated with the optimum course through the twisting marsh channels. The powerful boat surged forward—destination Straag Gap.
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Chapter 2   
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Ulrich stood on the bridge of the Marsh Warrior, scanning the horizon for Legiac search vessels. Two were visible, one a mere dot of light, the other closer, circling like a firefly above the black waters, probing with searchlights for solid ground. He wanted to be airborne and part of the action, but Querin was studying maps. 

“First patrol is landing,” Ulrich told him.

“Good. The dogs should be able to detect the scum even if their PSDs are engaged.” Querin stroked his hand over his short gray hair. “Come take a look at the map. My guess is they'll decide to make for a dive hole rather than deep water, which one you think they'll go for?”

“Hmm... maybe the cluster about ten kilometers north-east of here.”

“Agreed,” Querin said. “That is the most likely choice. Though to cover all the bases, I want to put a small patrol due north in case they try to sneak into Strome's territory. We'll pick up some men and drop them off on our way to the north-east cluster.”

Querin strode over to the flight controls and soon they were skimming over the swamp toward the first search team. He hit the comm-link. “This is Commander Querin. I need five of your men to come with me to patrol the northern border.”

“Yes, sir. Will you want them to bring some sniffer dogs?”

“We'll take one. If the terrorists are heading north, they'll have to use the crossing at Straag Gap. One dog can cover that area.”

“Very good sir. The men will be ready when you land.”

Querin expertly guided the ship to a landing and the soldiers marched aboard.

“At ease,” Ulrich said, returning their salutes. He smiled at them, but they remained stone-faced, forming a silent line across the back of the bridge, each almost identical to the next—tall and strong with short black hair and deep-set brown eyes. All wore the standard black Legiac uniform, though one had the red insignia of a corporal on his sleeve. The only motion came from the small eddies of steam rising from their damp clothes; even the massive sniffer dog sat impassively by his handler, staring with baleful eyes into the distance as a long strand of drool sagged from its panting jowls.

Ulrich took over the flight controls so Querin could brief his men. A smooth take-off, a gentle spiral ascent and soon they entered the clouds; a misty opaque world imbued with the blue glow of the engines and strobe flashes from the running lights. Flying blind was unsettling, but strangely peaceful, almost hypnotic. He jumped as the ship abruptly broke through into vaulted, star encrusted blackness and the harsh glare of the moon. In the far distance, beyond the storm front, were the twinkling lights of Lake Edge. He steered away from them in a long sweeping turn to the north.

The weather cleared and Ulrich flew lower, following the endless trench that marked the boundary of his land, a remnant of the wars between the three ruling families. The vast ditch was almost five hundred meters wide and choked with razor vines that rose high above the water. From the air, a gentle waving field, but at marsh level an impassable barrier—no way to wade, swim or hack through, short of vaporizing a path with a blaster. Anyone snared by the vines was as good as dead; you either drowned or bled to death from cuts of the knife-like thorns.

Straag Gap was ahead. He banked to get a better view of the narrow strip of land, the only hiatus in the trench, and began to doubt the need for a patrol in the remote dismal place. The Salamander would have to be mad to come this far just to cross the border to Strome's territory—still, no point in leaving it unguarded now. He did not even bother landing this time, just hovered a meter above the ground and let the patrol jump down. They signaled all clear and he guided the ship up and away.

Querin sat down wearily at the nav station. “You should call the Baroness to let her know you are all right.”

Ulrich grimaced, but he knew he had better do it. He set the autopilot for their next destination then pushed the comm-link button. “Castle Control this is Baron Ulrich on Marsh Warrior.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Please inform my mother that Commander Querin and I have joined in the pursuit of several terrorists and will be delayed in returning.”

“Yes, sir. Do you have an estimated return time?”

“No. Tell the Baroness we may be out all night.” He cut the link before adding, “With any luck.”

Querin smiled. “You want some coffee?”

They drank in silence. Ulrich thought about the old days when the two of them could take off whenever he wanted. Today had rekindled the comfortable friendship they had once enjoyed. He stared wistfully at the swirl of steam rising from his coffee; then softly blew it away.

“Dive holes are coming up,” Querin said.

Patches of dull light glowed in the marsh. Ulrich circled the ship around, looking for a good landing spot. Below were three big dive holes close together and several smaller ones, perhaps offshoots from the main tubes. The large ones were about twenty meters across at the surface, but presumably narrowed down rapidly. Like all dive holes, they glowed with an eerie green light caused by the phosphorescent algae that covered their slick rocky walls. 

Ulrich landed the ship and immediately headed out to inspect the area—no spongy marsh grass here, just mud that squelched and sucked at his boots, a malevolent stinking goop tugging at each step. He slogged his way up the slight rise toward the main dive hole. The terrain changed. Driftwood and rocks littered the slope and slippery moss covered everything. Deep muddy gullies radiated from the crumbling rim of the hole. He edged close and peered in. The green glow he had seen from the air was less visible from ground level and the moonlight provided little illumination of the surging, gurgling water below. He had not been to this set before; they were quite an impressive size, as was the island they had built. All dive holes created their own islands in the marsh. When a hole opened up, the mud and silt would churn for days. If the flow was not enough to mound up an entrance above the water, then it became clogged, choked, and disappeared.

Querin arrived carrying an armload of sensor beacons. He put them down with a puff. “This is a pretty good size set of holes, Baron.”

“Yes. Do you think any are navigable all the way to Lake Edge?”

“I assume so. All the holes on this island probably join to one tunnel somewhere down below, that would be a sizable passage. I guess we'll know for sure in a bit. The lake should be hitting high tide soon, so if the surge is coming, I'd expect it here in under an hour. In fact, it might be pretty big, so we'd better get our detection perimeter set up quickly and find a safe place to wait.”

Querin took half the beacons and headed off around the island. Ulrich picked up his four and set off in the opposite direction. The heavy, awkward tubes clanked in his arms. He stepped on a fallen branch, the end popped up to trip him, sending him stumbling forward into one of the mud gullies. “Shit.” His boots had no grip on the greasy surface, and he began sliding toward the marsh. He lunged for the far side, his elbows landed on solid ground and one of the detection beacons smacked into his face. Cursing, he scrabbled and scrambled up out of the slime.

“Are you okay over there?” Querin called.

“Having a great time, thanks.”

“Well don't break the beacons; we're going to need them all to cover this area.”

It took them almost thirty minutes to get the perimeter set up and activated. Each of the beacons transmitted invisible beams of encrypted digital data to the adjacent ones, creating a circuit around the island. The system would detect any intruder, even one cloaked with a PSD. 

They plodded up the ramp into the Marsh Warrior. Querin reached for the air hose to clean off his boots, but then looked at all the muck tracked in by the Legiac guards. He tossed it aside and headed for the bridge. Ulrich scraped the worst layers of mud from the knees of his uniform and tried blasting off the rest; no way did he want to look like a child that had been playing in the dirt. He arrived on the flight deck just as a jet of water shot out of one of the smaller dive holes.

“Earlier than I thought.” Querin quickly raised the ramp and prepared for takeoff. “I think we'll retreat while this thing vents, it may be a big one.”

Another small plume erupted and splattered down on the ship as they took off. Ulrich grabbed a console for support as they lurched sideways, caught by the rush of air being sucked into the largest holes. He heard a deep rumble above the whine of the engines and found himself holding his breath in anticipation. The island trembled, and then a low surge of filthy water belched out of the three main dive holes and coursed down the gullies into the marsh.

Ulrich laughed. “That's all? I was expecting a giant geyser a hundred meters high.”

“Sometimes the biggest ones don't have the pressure to do much. Still, better to be cautious; once in a while a passage gets clogged and the whole island explodes.”

They circled for a few minutes as the eruptions of water and mud subsided, then landed again and headed out to readjust a couple of the beacons. After that, there was nothing to do but to go back aboard the Marsh Warrior and wait.

Ulrich paced nervously back and forth on the bridge. Querin sat at the nav-station studying images on the computer screen between bursts of typing. He finally gave a grunt and sat back.

“Come and check this out, Baron. I’ve been doing online searches, trying to match those symbols the terrorists daubed on the tank.”

Ulrich peered at the computer screen. The symbols certainly resembled the ones on the tank, though arrayed much more neatly; etched vertically on a rectangular stone

“Where did you find that?”

“It’s part of a collection of inscribed tiles at the National Museum. Apparently, they were discovered years ago, but only recently given to the museum. Scholars think they’re the key to decoding an archaic Salamander language that died out centuries ago.”

“Do they know what this one says?”

“Yes. Morq’Dar.”

Ulrich gave a derisive snort. “I should have guessed that. A bunch of religious nutjob terrorists harking back to the good old days.”

“Perhaps so,” Querin replied, then lapsed into silence.






An hour later, the comm-link crackled into life.

“Commander Querin, we have them at Straag Gap!”

“I want at least one of them alive. Are they putting up resistance?”

“Yes. The sniffer dog detected them coming and they shot him. They’re cloaked, but we're laying down crossfire. I think we can hold them down until you get here. Suggest an aerial stun bomb over the north end of the gap.”

“Acknowledged. We're on our way.” Querin already had the ship in the air. “Baron, do you want to fly or man the weapons station?”

“I'll take weapons.”

Querin slammed the throttles and Ulrich landed heavily in the seat next to him as the ship leaped forward. He began scanning through the inventory of weapons on board.

“We have two stun bombs, eighteen fragmentation bombs, and the laser cannon is fully charged.”

“Good. Set both stun bombs for detonation at an altitude of ten meters. We'll come in low for one pass from the south to check status. If our patrol still has them pinned down, I'll bring us around for a bombing run from the north.”

Ulrich's fingers flew nimbly over the touch screen of the weapons station. The bomb tubes flashed amber on his display panel then changed to green. “Both tubes locked and loaded, set for ten-meter air blast.” He wished he had something more to do. Minutes crawled by as the ship hurtled on.

At last, Straag Gap came into view. Ulrich focused his attention on the circular thermal scanner screen. “I have seven, no make that eight, signatures in a tight cluster about midway along the gap.”

Querin looked puzzled. “They must be in close combat.” He hit the comm-link. “Corporal, what's happening down there?”

“They have demanded Shi’gurat, and I was honor bound to grant it,” came the somewhat nervous reply. “The first contest is about to start. All weapons are down so it should be safe for you and the Baron to land and watch... if you wish.”

“We'll land immediately.” Querin killed the comm-link. “It's turning out to be an interesting evening. I don't believe you have ever attended a real Shi'gurat, have you, Baron?”

“I've only seen demonstrations at tournaments, except for that death match at Lake Edge last year, but that was more of a drunken brawl that got out of hand.”

As soon as they landed, Ulrich rushed to the ramp. Querin was at his side, on full alert, his dark eyes sweeping over the entire area, his hand on the butt of his laser pistol, though he kept it holstered in deference to the rules of Shi'gurat. Ulrich marched straight toward the group of figures in front of him. The duel had evidently started, but the backs of four Legiac soldiers blocked his view. Each one held a flashlight to illuminate the area for the fight. He broke into a trot, not wanting to miss anything.

He could make out two fighters circling, waiting for an opening; both held plasma swords. One was from the Legiac patrol. His opponent was bigger and bulkier—surely too big for a Salamander. However, as he arrived at the makeshift arena, Ulrich saw it was indeed one of those despised amphibians. He was huge, and almost a caricature of his people. His broad nose merged with his cheekbones and his large eyes bulged. His bare feet were long and webbed, as were his hands.

“Report, corporal,” Querin snapped.

“They were cloaked, the sniffer dog alerted us to their presence, and they shot it. That gave us a clue to their position, so we set up a grid of crossfire to prevent them sneaking through. After a few minutes, the PSD on the big one must have run out of power. We knew you wanted one alive, so we told him to surrender, but then the skinny one uncloaked too and demanded Shi'gurat. Didn't know Salamander scum even knew about it, never mind have the balls to want it.”

“The skinny one, where is he?” Querin asked.

“Far side,” the corporal replied pointing to the opposite edge of the lit area. Ulrich glanced over at two figures sitting cross-legged on the ground, but the fight was more interesting. The Legiac launched a blistering attack. His plasma sword flashed with blinding speed. However, the giant Salamander was much quicker than he looked. He easily parried the series of blows and came back with mighty clubbing swings of his own. The men next to Ulrich began shouting encouragement to their comrade. He launched another attack but was now slashing wildly and wasting energy.

“Skill, not strength. That's what you need against this mutant brute!” his corporal yelled. “Skill, not strength!”

The soldier stepped back, drew a deep breath and gathered himself. He slowly and carefully took a two-handed grip on the hilt of his glowing weapon. His opponent stared at him with his big solemn eyes and waited. The Legiac lunged forward, faking high. The Salamander moved to parry, but the soldier shifted his attack and swung low toward the right thigh, expertly switching his sword from bludgeon to blade as it swept down. The giant was too fast for him. He brought his sword down to intercept the now razor thin blade, snapping it like a twig. The soldier stared in disbelief at the useless sparking stub in his hands. He never saw the blow that killed him. The giant either did not know how to switch his sword from bludgeon to blade or did not care. He simply struck the soldier with a vicious clubbing blow on the side of his head. He was dead before he hit the ground. The Salamander clicked off his plasma sword and stood calmly in the lit arena, looking expectantly at the remaining four soldiers. 

The skinny Salamander broke the stunned silence, speaking quietly from his position behind the combat area. “Kasim has vanquished his first opponent. Who is your next challenger?”

Querin strode forward. “Your champion fought well. Perhaps you and I should duel next—whoever you are.”

“My name is Vadim. I fear I would be no match for you Commander. However, as you well know, once the Shi'gurat is formed, none may join. Your soldiers must represent you.”

Querin set his jaw and stepped back. Ulrich was incensed; deference to tradition was one thing, but it was unacceptable to risk these terrorists escaping. He pushed past the Legiac into the floodlit area. Kasim gave a wolfish grin and flexed his mighty shoulders. Ulrich tried to assume the languid stance of a bored aristocrat, though his heart was pounding in his chest.

“You chose an interesting option to try and escape justice,” he said, addressing Vadim, but with a wary eye on the giant. “The Legiac soldiers are bound to honor the ancient right of Shi'gurat. Three victories for your champion and you go free. Perhaps your mutant friend even has a chance. Unfortunately for you, I am not Legiac.” He smiled and drew his laser pistol. “Drop your weapons and surrender.”

Kasim clicked his plasma sword on. Ulrich fired without thinking. The searing red laser struck the giant squarely in the forehead, burning through his skull and bursting from the back of his head with a shower of blood.

“You murdering swine!” cried the third Salamander, leaping to his feet.

“Modric, no!” Vadim jumped up trying to restrain his comrade. He wrenched himself free and charged forward. Ulrich took him down with a shot to the stomach, but the insane screaming creature kept crawling forward, reaching out to grab at his boots. Ulrich skipped back in fear, a high prancing dance, blasting again and again until the only motion was his own quivering gun-hand. The seared, bloody body was horrible, but his one thought was what an inept fool he must have looked in front of his men. With a snarl, he turned to face the last Salamander.

Vadim re-activated his PSD and vanished. Ulrich fired blindly at the spot where he had been but hit nothing. The Legiac snatched up their weapons and began firing.

“Reduce to stun!” Querin yelled, “I want him alive!”

The soldiers quickly clicked down the power settings on their rifles and fanned out. They began laying down a crisscross pattern of laser blasts towards the border, hunting for their invisible prey. Ulrich looked for the telltale flash of a hit on a shield, but none came. He saw Querin turn as if sensing danger from behind

“Grenade!”

He glimpsed the bomb sailing through the air and heard Querin's footsteps thundering towards him. The lunging tackle knocked the wind out of him and sent his pistol flying from his hand, but he was safely smothered under his mentor when the explosion hit. A mighty thud shook the ground. His mind seemed to go blank for a moment until tiny details began to percolate back into his consciousness: the prickly feel of the wet grass on one cheek, the weight compressing his head, a heartbeat in his ear. Then his protector rolled off him and the world rushed back in.

Someone was screaming. Ulrich sat up. Querin was kneeling on all fours and shaking his head to clear his senses. Three of the Legiac soldiers were groggily getting up, but the fourth was in the trench. The force of the blast must have knocked him in, and the razor vines had him. Ulrich staggered to his feet and hauled Querin up.

“Can we help him?”

“Too late. Besides we still have a terrorist to catch.” Querin seemed indifferent to the soldier's last bloody gurgling cries. Ulrich tried to block them out as he scanned the Gap for the Salamander. He materialized a long way ahead, running for the border—his PSD must have finally failed.

“Take him down!” Querin yelled, looking around for his own laser pistol.

Before any of the Legiac could fire, piercing green laser bolts from across the border felled one, then another. The remaining soldier stood baffled at the surprise attack from Strome’s land. He flung himself sideways just as shot grazed past him. Ulrich dived for cover behind a mound of marsh grass. Querin recovered his pistol and ran to his side. Instead of lying flat, he knelt and raised his gun, aiming at the point in the small grove of trees across the border where the shots had come from. There was a distant laser flash and he spun backwards cursing and grabbing at a smoking gouge across his shoulder.

The remaining Legiac guard had found a large rock for cover and was desperately scanning the area with the thermal imaging scope on his rifle. “Must be cloaked,” he reported, and fired off a couple of random volleys at the muzzle flash of their hidden enemy.

“Don’t waste your shots!” Ulrich said. “Kill that son of a bitch Salamander before he reaches the border.”

The Legiac fired and missed. Vadim began to weave his run. He was almost at the barrier when the next shot felled him. Ulrich's heart leapt, but his triumphant smile faded as the Salamander started to crawl forward. The border was a simple metal crossing gate, with no force fields or guard towers. Cameras and political consequences provided the only security. If he could make it under the gate, he’d be untouchable.

“Shoot him now!”

The Legiac took careful aim through his scope, his finger curling round the trigger. There was a blinding green flash and a crack. As Ulrich's vision cleared, he could see the glowing remnants of the scope illuminating the shattered face of the Legiac, his lifeless body slowly subsiding.

Ulrich hunkered down further behind his meager cover. Querin crawled up next to him.

“Are you all right, Ulrich?”

“I’m okay. Who the hell do you think is shooting at us?”

“I don't know, but it looks like that Salamander scum is going to make it.”

Ulrich peered through the grass. Vadim was dragging himself forward under the crossing gate. He struggled on for a few more meters then collapsed.

A strange stillness settled over Straag Gap.

“Do you think it's safe to get up yet?” Ulrich asked.

Querin glanced ruefully at his wounded shoulder. “I'm not sure you and I were ever in real danger. It makes no sense, us being safe behind a few tufts of marsh grass. The sniper hit a riflescope from over four hundred meters. He must be one hell of a marksman. I think we'd both be dead if he wanted us dead.”

He stood up and Ulrich began to rise, but Querin shoved him back down. “It's only a theory, Baron. Perhaps he just missed when he winged me and got lucky with the Legiac. You should stay down. I'll move the ship over between you and the gunman so you can board safely.”

Ulrich lay fuming in the cold damp grass. His first real combat and it had been a disaster. He had pranced around like a terrified schoolgirl blasting wildly in the Shi'gurat. The terrorist had escaped. An entire Legiac patrol was dead, and he was cowering from some unknown assailant who had probably already left to boast of his victory and how he made young Baron Ulrich De Vrei lie in the mud.

He wanted to take the Marsh Warrior and go blast anything that moved on the other side of the border, but he didn’t. Rules, laws, duty, honor, respect, fear—they all combined to keep him lying face down and waiting. He clawed his hands into the soft ground, tearing up moss and grass, squeezing it into oozing balls in his quivering fists. “I'll kill them all.” His scream was lost in the roar of the engines as Querin moved the ship over to provide him a safe escape.
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Chapter 3   
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Ulrich woke feeling as if he had been run over by a tank. He muttered curses at Querin for the years of early morning training that had programmed his body to rise with the sun. They had got back to the castle well after three in the morning, his eyes ached, and his head was foggy. He groaned as he swung his leaden feet out of bed and caught a glimpse of his dirty, haggard image in his bureau mirror. 

Still, he was anxious to pay a visit to that old git, Strome, to demand he turn over the terrorist and find out what he knew of the hidden gunman. He washed and shaved, brushed the last of the muck and grass from his black hair, and dressed in his usual black clothes. He was about to head down to Querin's quarters when he heard a delicate knock on the door. His heart sank. Only one person in the castle knocked that way and there was only one reason he would be calling. He took a deep breath and opened the door.

“Good morning, Baron. I am so glad to see you safe. May I come in?” Without waiting for a response, his mother's assistant flounced into the room. Joseph’s clothes could not have been more different from Ulrich's black uniform. His pinkish-purple suit shimmered in the morning light and the lacy ruffles of his shirt bounced as he walked. He cast a disparaging glance around the austere room, brushed a stray curly brown lock away from the light mascara of his eyes and perched on the edge of the desk. He crossed his legs and examined a purple polished nail on one bejeweled finger before speaking. 

“I'll get straight to the point. Your dear mother has been in a terrible state since she heard the news of your close encounter with death last night.”

“Did you tell her?”

“Heavens no! I would never upset her like that.” Joseph’s hands fluttered wildly at the suggestion. “Her stupid maid is the one responsible. The news of your adventures had, of course, spread like wildfire through the castle. The silly girl ran straight in and blurted out the whole sordid mess to your dear mother. Can you imagine? Sound asleep one minute and next being told your only child almost died.”

He paused and waited pointedly for a response. Ulrich took the hint and gave a sympathetic grunt. 

“I've done my best to calm her down.” Joseph prattled on. “I held her and soothed her until she stopped crying then fixed her hair and make-up—you know she always wants to look her best for you. After that, I made her a lovely cup of chamomile tea and ran down here to find you. You simply must go to her right away.”

Ulrich nodded. The visit to Strome would have to wait. His mother came first. She always came first. He scowled and followed Joseph out of his room. He spent the walk along the massive stone corridor to his mother’s bedchamber visualizing Joseph snared in razor vine. They arrived at the huge gold-inlaid double doors of his mother’s rooms. Joseph threw them open with a flourish of his manicured hands and stepped aside with a low bow to let Ulrich pass.

His mother sat propped against white satin pillows in her gigantic four-poster bed. Pale pink light suffused the room as bright morning sun filtered through the red drapes. She was lovely as ever. Her beautiful flowing hair had long ago turned white, and her face showed signs of age, but she retained the elegant grace of her youth. She looked no more than sixty—much younger than her true age. She smiled weakly at Ulrich, tears welling up in her eyes.

“Ricky, they told me you were almost killed!”

Ulrich sat down next to her and gave her a hug. She was frail in his arms, like delicate china in a fragile package, but she hugged him back fiercely.

“Why, Ricky? Why do you take such chances out in the marshes? Whatever would I do if I lost you?” She started to cry again. Joseph came forward clucking his tongue and produced a handkerchief from somewhere amongst the ruffles. She dabbed her eyes. 

“We weren't out looking for trouble,” Ulrich said tenderly, as he glared the hovering Joseph into a retreat. “We just responded to a call for assistance. Querin was with me. You don't think he would ever let me come to any harm, do you?”

“That old scoundrel wants nothing more than to die in combat and I'm worried he'll take you with him.”

Ulrich thought of telling her how Querin had shielded him from the stun grenade with his body but decided that would be a very bad idea. Instead, he stroked her hair and tried to console her.

“You worry too much, mother. I'm safe and well. Not even a scratch.” He gave her his best healthy smile.

“I'm still angry at Querin. I'm going to tell your father to discipline him. A few lashes will teach him to be more careful.” She stared defiantly at him; her intense blue eyes locked on his until a flicker of confusion crossed her face. She broke contact and began smoothing her satin sheets.

“So close to the party too,” she muttered. “And my dress isn't ready yet and the cakes need to be ordered.”

“Joseph,” she called, and he hurried forward. “Is my dress ready?”

“Oh yes,” Joseph replied. “A beautiful evening gown, quite the loveliest yet. They'll be coming for the final fitting this afternoon.” He spoke kindly and with great sincerity. Ulrich disliked Joseph, but he could not think of a finer companion for his mother. He seemed to have endless patience—they must have this same conversation most days of the week. And, whenever she asked for Ulrich’s father, Joseph always seemed able to divert her and never remind her that he had died twenty years ago.

Ulrich stood up and his mother blinked as if surprised to see a strange young man in her bedroom. “Ricky, my handsome boy, you must go and get ready for the party.”

Ulrich forced himself to nod and smile at her, ever careful not to upset the dream she was living in. He turned away and walked out of the room, his face resetting into its natural scowl. 

—————————-
[image: ]


Querin marched purposefully across the training yard in the bright morning light. He flexed his wounded shoulder, checking out the medic’s work; just enough pain to remind him he had been in a fight—he felt good. The crisp, cold air rang with the shouts of trainees as they practiced their hand-to-hand combat skills. He was on his way to the forensics lab but slowed to watch the training. He recognized some of the more advanced students sparring, and focused on them, astonished at how little effort they were putting into the fight. The importance of the forensic report diminished, and he strode over to the instructor.

“You call this combat training?” he demanded.

“We are practicing positioning and speed today sir. Light contact only.”

Querin bristled. He stepped into one of the sparring rings, shoved aside the younger trainee and squared up to the older student.

“Last night,” he yelled so that everyone in the training yard stopped and turned to him. “Last night I saw a Legiac soldier defeated by a single Salamander in combat! That has never happened before. And as long as I am alive, it will never happen again! There will be no more light contact training. The Legiac are warriors. We train for combat, not for sport. If you train soft, you will fight soft and you will die soft!” He gave the trainee opposite him a mighty shove backward and assumed a fighting stance. “Now, attack me with everything you have, boy. Hold nothing back.”

His opponent appeared to relish the challenge. He stood straight and puffed out his chest, flexed his shoulders and settled into his fighting stance. His face contorted with determination, but he knew enough to relax his body so his attack would be quick and fluid. He launched a vicious lunging back-fist strike; Querin moved his head a fraction to the left and the blow whistled harmlessly past his nose. The boy's momentum left him wide open for a counterattack, but Querin just chuckled—it had been a long time since he’d played in a sparring ring, and he didn’t want the bout to end so soon. 

“That's not bad, but not good enough. Try using this.” He unsheathed a large knife from his belt and tossed it to the trainee. The boy dexterously caught it, tested the balance, then adopted a wide stance with the glistening blade pointing straight at his commander's heart.

Querin sensed everyone in the yard gathering round to watch the spectacle, but he never took his eyes away from those of his opponent. The eyes are the window to the mind. Even the best fighters cannot help betraying the moment of their attack by the sudden intensity in their eyes. The young man was quick and strong, but he could not yet control his emotions. His eyes gave Querin a split second of advanced warning as he launched his attack. It had been a clever idea—use the knife as a decoy and instead throw a lunging front kick. The blow would have broken most of his ribs had it landed, but Querin simply sidestepped and thumped a short punch to the stomach. The boy reeled back and sat, gasping for air. Querin marched forward; his opponent realized too late that the fight was not over. He rolled desperately away and managed to regain his feet. He swung the knife in a wild arc to try to ward off the attack but missed badly and Querin delivered a solid kick to his stomach driving all the remaining air out of him. Amazingly, he remained on his feet, doubled over, gasping and whooping for air, but still trying to point the knife at his foe. 

Querin stifled a proud smile at the tenacity of the young man. Then he lunged in and expertly grabbed the knife hand and twisted until the weapon pointed skywards. He calmly clamped his arm over the boy’s so that the locked elbow was under his armpit and began slowly applying upward pressure to the hand. The knife dropped as the pain increased, but Querin did not stop. The boy sank to his knees trying to relieve the stress on his shoulder and elbow. Querin followed him down until he was kneeling next to him, still twisting and wrenching the locked arm. The boy started slapping the ground.

“What are you doing?”

“Tapping... tapping out... sir.”

“What?”

“Orders, sir.”

Querin was livid. He paused in his slow breaking of the boy’s arm and glared up at the instructor.

“Are those orders from you, Sergeant?” he asked, barely able to hide his anger at the pathetic training methods.

“Yes sir. Sorry sir,” the Sergeant replied stiffly. “Our training budget no longer covers orthopedic repair work sir, so we have instituted a no breaks policy during regular training sessions.”

Querin stared coldly at the sergeant and then with a sudden jerk, he snapped the boy’s arm.

“Policy rescinded.” He released his grip and got to his feet. A slow deep breath got his emotions in check as he turned to the instructor. “I don't blame you, Sergeant, for trying to adapt your training to fit within budget, but we need our men to undergo the most severe training in order to be battle ready. If they are not properly prepared, they will die like the patrol last night. I'll personally ensure the budget is adjusted to allow for proper sparring.”

He was proud to see the young Legiac back on his feet and trying his best to stand at attention. “You fought well and endured pain without crying out. Get your arm repaired and be my guest for dinner tonight.”

“Thank you, sir,” the boy stammered. The honor of dining with Querin vanquished all thought of pain.

———————
[image: ]


Ulrich pushed open the heavy glass door of the forensics lab and wrinkled his nose at the smell of formaldehyde. Querin looked up from examining something with a lab technician. 

“Good morning, Baron.”

“Good morning, Commander. What are you studying so carefully?”

Querin stood back from the desk, revealing the plasma sword taken from the big Salamander last night.

“May I examine it?”

“Certainly sir,” the technician replied, swelling with pride at addressing both the Baron and the Commander. “We have already completed our forensic examination.” 

Ulrich picked up the sword, an ordinary one by all appearances. The heavy hilt, which housed the power pack and plasma generator, was covered with the usual black plastic grip. The thumb controls at the top of the hilt were the standard on/off button and the blade/bludgeon switches. The razor-thin copper colored blade was about a meter long, ending in the circular plasma cap. Ulrich clicked the on button and a lurid blue plasma force field immediately surrounded the blade—still in bludgeon mode the way the Salamander had been using it. He swung the weapon to feel the balance; the plasma field surrounding the blade hummed and buzzed through the air. A sword in bludgeon mode made a formidable club, but could only bruise and burn, not cut. He flicked the control to blade mode, the cap at the end folded down and the force field shrank to almost exactly the size of the copper blade. Now it hissed through the air with venom, no longer a club, but a vicious scalpel, capable of slicing through body-armor, flesh and bone. That was the trick in plasma sword fighting. Use bludgeon mode when striking your opponent’s blade, but then switch to blade mode when you have a chance to strike his body. Get the timing right and you carve him to pieces—get it wrong and you shatter your blade against a bludgeon. The Legiac soldier had got it wrong last night and died because of his mistake.

Ulrich turned off the sword and handed it back to the technician.

“Seems like a well-made weapon, good balance, fine blade for cutting, but pretty much standard issue. Do we know the source?”

“The manufacturer's mark and serial number have been filed off,” the technician replied. “This model was popular about ten years ago. The only problem with them is that the power pack gives out after an hour or so of continuous use. We used to have quite a few of this type here at the castle. The weight of the synthetic material used in the hilt is really the best feature of this model, in my opinion—”

“Basically, there are thousands of them still in circulation and it is untraceable,” Querin cut in.

“Quite so.” The technician seemed peeved at having his lecture interrupted. “However, we did have a little more luck with the stun grenade they used in the tank—please follow me to the autopsy room.”

As he led them down the hallway, they passed the naked bodies of three Salamander dumped unceremoniously against the wall. Ulrich recognized the two he had killed at Straag Gap; he focused on the other one.

“Where did the third one come from, Commander? Is he the one that got across the border?”

“I'm afraid not. We found him in the rubble of the pump station.”

“So, they're back to doing suicide bombings now?”

“No, we think he was just too slow getting out. He was still breathing when they found him but died when they tried moving him.”

Ulrich used the toe of his boot to hook the right arm free from under the body. He reached down and touched the cold gray skin, then traced over a livid red spiral mark on the bicep. It felt slightly raised, like a brand that had healed. “The same mark all of the terrorists have had recently.”

“Yes, all these three have it.”

“Do you think the whole Morq’Dar Army is adopting it?”

Querin shook his head. “No, they’re just a poorly organized militia, tens of thousands of religious fundamentalists with only a few guns between them. I don’t think many of them would have the stomach for self-mutilation. My sources tell me those with the mark are from a small band of extreme orthodox nut-jobs. They call themselves the Ultras—a terrorist splinter group, maybe a hundred or so total.”

“Well, there are three less now.” Ulrich kicked the arm back out of the way and they continued to the autopsy room. He could not help but cringe as he passed through the door. Lying on the tables were the remains of the tank crew. Querin stopped at the first one and looked impassively down at the mangled mess before him. Ulrich nearly gagged. He hoped the technician had not noticed. What was on the table was hardly recognizable as a man. The pieces had been laid out in some semblance of human form, but it was mostly a pile of gore. Bones protruded through sticky masses of congealed red skin and sinews ran in spider-web patterns through loops of intestines. 

“What’s the story with this one?” Querin asked, as calmly as one would inquire about the weather.

“Ah, we found his body some distance from the tank. Best we can tell he was on the deck of the tank when someone attacked him with a plasma sword. Cut him clean in half. Lateral cut from just below his left armpit downward and exiting above the right hip.” Ulrich nodded, swallowing down the bile rising in his throat as the technician rattled on. “It looks like both halves of the body fell under the tank tracks. We think we have found most of him, though we appear to be missing the lower part of his left arm.”

“I found that last night on the deck of the tank,” Querin said. “It's probably still on the Marsh Warrior. I forgot about it in all the excitement.”

“Oh good, I'll have one of my men go and get it. I do hate incomplete puzzles.”

“You mentioned a clue from the stun grenade,” Ulrich said wanting to move on from the pile of flesh and bones that had once been the tank captain.

“Yes indeed,” the technician replied. He motioned for them to follow him to the next table, on which lay the naked body of the driver. 'Weasel', Ulrich recalled, the man he had moved to get to the event recorder. He seemed small and pathetic, his crushed chest almost concave, his eyes and mouth open wide, frozen in a look somewhere between fear and surprise. All the hair on the left side of the head had been shaved off, revealing a massive wound.

“We found a large fragment of the stun grenade embedded in the skull,” the technician said, indicating a twisted piece of metal in a plastic bowl next to the body. Ulrich focused his gaze on the fragment and tried to ignore poor Weasel.

“Please examine it if you like,” the technician said, clearly enjoying the effect he was having on the Baron.

Querin, however, had evidently lost patience with the technician’s games. He reached forward, but instead of picking up the fragment, he simply closed the eyes of the dead man and turned to the technician. “These men were my soldiers and they died doing their duty. They're not a puzzle to entertain you, nor are we impressed with your clever speeches. Now, give me a simple, concise report on the grenade fragment.”

The technician gulped. “Yes sir, sorry sir. The fragment had enough of the serial number to allow me to trace it back to a batch reported stolen from a freighter in the spaceport two months ago. A search of the case records showed the thief was eventually apprehended and claimed he had traded the grenades to Sylva the smuggler.”

“I remember the incident,” Querin said, laying a conciliatory muscular hand on the technician’s shoulder. “Is that everything?” 

“Yes, Commander.”

Outside in the sunshine, Ulrich leaned back against the stone wall of the lab. He rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands hoping the patterns of light in the darkness would expunge what he had just seen. He let out a sigh and gave Querin a rueful smile.

“That was rough. What do you make of the info about the grenade? Sylva doesn’t normally deal in weapons, does she?”

“She's not above smuggling them, but I'd never heard of her buying them until this happened.” 

“Were the investigators able to confirm the story at the time?”

“No. Sylva is always good at covering her tracks. The interrogators didn't believe the thief and so tried some more intense methods of persuasion. He died still sticking to his story. In the end, their report concluded Sylva did have the grenades, but without proof, they couldn’t touch her. I may have to pay her a visit one of these days.”






They walked in silence over to the hangar where the Marsh Warrior was being cleaned and serviced. On the right as they entered, was the amphibious tank, already salvaged from the swamp. There was a swathe of bare metal on the deck where the Salamander writing had been sanded off. Ulrich looked at the lumbering machine with distaste.

“What a piece of junk, we should've dumped them all years ago.”

“Oh, they’re good enough for patrolling the shallow swamp in the north, plus they’re cheap to run and damn near indestructible.” Querin patted the side of the machine. He was still wiping mud and rust from his hand as they boarded the Marsh Warrior and made their way to the bridge. Everything was clean and orderly, though a maid from the castle was still working to get up some of the mud stains where the Legiac soldiers and their dog had stood. She was down on her knees scrubbing hard at a stubborn mark and muttering angrily.

Ulrich threw a wink to Querin and slinked up behind the hapless woman. “Didn't happen to find an arm while you were cleaning, did you?”

The woman jerked around and blushed a deep red. “Oh I'm sorry sir. I didn't hear you come in. The arm... yes, one of the other cleaners found it—horrible looking thing. I think she tossed it in the one of the bins outside.”

“Ah I see,” Ulrich said. “Well, when you're done here, perhaps you'd be so kind as to retrieve it and take it to the forensics lab?”

The woman looked aghast but nodded. Ulrich flashed his best smile to her. Querin was busy checking the control panels at the nav station, a suppressed grin played on his face, but faded to annoyance. “Fuels almost spent.”

“Damn,” Ulrich said. “Do you want to get her recharged or shall we take a fan boat instead?” He left unspoken the fact they had also already overrun the fuel budget for the month and the Marsh Warrior used more than any other vehicle they had. A very fun ride, but the massive grav-lev engines burned fuel at an impressive rate.

“Fan boat will be fine, and it'll give us more time to talk. We can plan out how to approach Strome.”

They left the maid to her tasks and crunched in unison down the gravel path to the docks.






Ulrich liked the dock; he had spent a lot of time hanging around there as a child; a high wall surrounded most of the castle grounds; the forbidding gray stone blocks rising like ancient cliffs straight from the swamp. The only gap was where the walls ramped down into the water for boats to come and go. The area inside had been dredged to form a small bay. Before his time, back when the border wars had been raging, there had been mighty gates for protection, but those had long since collapsed. Only a few rusting columns remained on either side of the opening. Nowadays, locals used them for mooring posts when fishing in the harbor.

Querin had radioed ahead. A fan boat was idling and ready for them, the standard flat-bottom design for skimming over water and through reed beds, a low passenger seat amidships and a higher seat behind for the driver. At the stern, the engine directly connected to a huge fan blade in a safety cage. Querin climbed down the couple of steps from the dock onto the gently rocking boat and took his place in the passenger seat. Ulrich jumped down, his boots making a satisfying thump on the worn wooden deck.

“Assumed you'd want to drive, Baron,” Querin yelled over the noise of the idling engine.

Ulrich nodded as he edged past to the driver’s seat. He strapped in and signaled to the boatman on the dock to cast off. He kept the revs low as they eased through the small harbor then gunned it as they reached the open swamp. The wind whipped his hair, drew streaks of moisture from the corners of his eyes and flapped the stiff collar of his uniform jacket wildly against his neck. To him, there was nothing quite like zooming across the swamp. Querin put on his headset. He did likewise, the earpieces muffled the roar of the engine reasonably well, but it was still loud.

“May not be the best place to talk about strategy,” he yelled into the microphone.

“At least we don't have to worry about being overheard.”

Ulrich smiled. Out on the marsh they could both relax and talk as they had in the old days, before Ulrich had come of age and assumed some of the duties of a Baron. It was always a refreshing change, even if they were talking business.

“So, what do you think old Strome knows about last night?”

“He'll know everything that could be seen by the border cameras. He'll know about the Shi'gurat, the wounded Salamander, and about the gunman firing from his land.”

“Do you think it was one of his men?” Ulrich asked as he deftly swerved around a patch of reeds, keeping the boat zooming along the snaking channel.

“Don't think so. He had some pretty fancy gear. He was able to fire while cloaked. You can't do that with a PSD. He must have had a full active camo-suit. No way Strome’s men have those. I didn't think anyone on Casimeer had one. Plus, he seemed too skillful with a rifle for one of those dopes that Strome calls guards.”

“How is the shoulder by the way?” Ulrich asked, feeling guilty at having forgotten the wound. 

“Just a scratch—that was either some fancy shooting by a real marksman or a crappy shot by someone aiming at my head.”

“But you reckon he was a marksman based on the way he killed the soldier.”

“Yes. And the fact that he didn't keep blasting away at us when he had us pinned down. Just did exactly what he wanted to do and then slipped away.”

“And what he wanted was for the Salamander to get across the border. Any idea why?”

“No. But I think we should ask Strome that very question.”

They lapsed into silence. Ulrich kept the throttle wide open, and the boat skimmed along eating up the distance. Soon they reached the border trench; this time a water crossing, with concrete walls to hold back the razor vines and form a channel. Ulrich cut the engine and the fan blades moaned to a disappointed idle as the boat drifted up to the border. This was the main water entrance to Strome’s land, and it was always manned. An armed guard emerged from a small glass hut on the right of the channel.

“Does the Senator know you are coming, sir?” he asked, addressing Ulrich, but with a wary eye on Querin.

“He will when you tell him. Do you need our papers, or can we pass?”

“No need for papers, Baron. Please proceed.” He waved them forward then headed back into the guard post and picked up his radio.
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