
        
            
        
    
Bitten and Smitten
Copyright©2002 by Ed Howdershelt
PDF ISBN 

Caution: Some Erotic Content
Chapter One

    For the third night in a row the skies were clear and for the last few hours a bright full moon had painted the jungle with a coating of shimmering silver. Looking across the glistening ribbon of the river below I recalled the last night I'd spent with Anne at her Texas farm. How much like some kind of silver goddess she'd seemed when she'd stood by the pond with her arms spread as if to bathe in the falling moonlight... 

    A fish --or something --flashingly disturbed the water a good two hundred yards upriver and the tiny sound it made managed to reach all the way to my little nest of minor discomforts. 

    The depth of silence of night in the jungle has always mildly astounded me; I couldn't think of anywhere else I'd been where I'd have been able to hear such things. 

    I'd been lucky to find a place where a tree had fallen recently; an area almost two yards wide had been crushed when the tree had rolled and I had enough room to stretch now and then and keep my legs from stiffening up. Pulling forward a corner of the green towel that hung on my neck, I dabbed at the sweat on my face. The towel was already so damp it didn't do much good. A whine at my left ear earned a flick of the towel. Damned bugs. Army-issue bugjuice is useless against most of them. It's good with leeches, though. Leeches hate it. 

    Slight movement on the far side of the river caught my attention. Brush moved some moments later and something quickly slid into the water; something too long and narrow to be human and therefore of no interest. I slowly pulled open the velcro seal on the flap that covered my watch face, then glanced down at the time. The luminous dial read oh-one-hundred hours. 

    'Huh... If this is really the right place and the right night, it'd be damned nice if Victor Charlie would get his ass in gear and show up before dawn.' 

    There'd been absolutely zero river traffic in the almost five hours since we'd set up the waterfront ambush. Not even a frigging sampan had passed, and we'd been told to expect to see a few, especially about the time our mission target arrived --supposedly around eleven, or so had said the intelligence guys. 

    'Intelligence guys. Hoo-hah.' 

    Most of them were rear-echelon office pogues with maps and air-conditioned offices who parroted their branch's mindset and days-old information from dubious sources. Where predicting enemy activities was concerned, they got lucky about one time out of three as best I could tell. They were guys who never got any bush time and tended to overlook small details like a near-full moon shining down like a godzilla streetlight. Nah. Not fair. There had to be at least one guy in those offices who'd looked outside last night. 

    No VC with more than monkey shit for brains would be putzing around on the river in this moonlight. But then, maybe the intel guys thought some reason for making a run was important enough. 

    Or maybe they thought the VC would expect us to think they wouldn't dare and try it anyway? Stranger things had happened. No point in thinking in circles, though. The Army paid the same whether Charlie showed or not. The makeshift dock where the trail from the village met the river was nothing more than a few posts sticking up from the water, but in this part of the world that was about as close as you'd find to an actual marina. A small animal emerged from the water and hunkered in a mud hollow for some moments, then shook out its fur and eased out of the shadows and up the bank. Another animal of some sort dropped out of a tree and there was a brief struggle, then one of them dragged the other further up the bank and into the jungle. 

    The sudden sense of a presence somewhere behind me made my internal alarms ring like firebells and stood the hair up on my neck and arms. I didn't waste time wondering about the cause as I grabbed a grenade and as quickly and quietly as possible moved to hunker behind my big log with my bayonet in my right hand. 

    Nothing moved back there, but some of the foliage didn't look --or feel

--quite right. My heart was pounding so that I couldn't be sure if I heard anything. I flicked my eyes to each side of the area and back, thinking that I'd simply stared too hard at it, but the oddness of the spot didn't change. Just as I started to work the pin out of the grenade a very softly whispered "fourteen" came to me from several yards away. I froze and glanced where the voice had seemingly come from --about six feet to the right of where I felt the presence to be --but felt nothing from over there and switched my gaze back to the original spot. 

    I didn't recognize the voice. The number was right for the night's mission, but it was the complete number, not a piece of it to which I could respond with an answering number that would add up to fourteen. Some VC taking a guess? 

    "Who are you?" I whispered. 

    No answer. 

    "Talk or die, damn it. Who are you?" 

    Again, no answer, but the presence seemed to move to the left of where the voice had spoken and then seemed to move away from me. Even if I'd been willing to break silence and risk a flash, there was nothing definite to call a target. 

    Then something over five feet tall ghosted quickly and soundlessly through a patch of moonlight between the trees. I realized that if it continued that direction at that speed it would reach Priestly's position in... oh, hell, maybe a whole minute? If that? Jesus! It was as if someone was almost flying through the damned jungle! 

    I backed up against my tree and kept my back against it as I eased around to where I could again see the river as well as the downhill trail. 

    'No way to warn Priestly short of going down there. Can't risk it; the moon's going down and Charlie could make an appearance at any time. Priestly's a big boy. He can handle it like I did.' 

    What I'd just thought almost made me laugh. 

    'Yeah. Right. Handle it like I did? Hiding behind a log with a grenade and a bayonet? Whatta hero. It spoke, so it was human, right? That means it could be killed. I should have at least... What? Tried to kill it without knowing how it knew the night's number? Tried to capture it? Hey. It talked to me, so why the hell am I calling it an 'it'? Jesus, it was fast!' 

    Self-castigation isn't my thing. I'm not good at it and I don't really want to be, so as I calmed down a bit it didn't take me long to convince myself that I may only have missed a truly golden opportunity to die while making enough noise to bring every VC within earshot. 

    The talking shadow wouldn't ID itself, so I automatically classed it as a VC. If in doubt while on a mission, assume the worst. You'll never be disappointed. 

    While I remained more alert than I could remember ever having been in my whole damned life, the... thing... was gone and our mission again became my more immediate concern. No way to tell if the thing had visited Priestly, too. Guess I'd know soon enough, if we were a man short on the way back. The river began to look kind of fuzzy as a haze developed and hung close to the water. Nearly an hour of anxiety passed in which my imagination conjured small sounds and moving shadows all around me, but they all turned out to be nothing with a little examination. 

    The moon was nearly down and there'd be only a few hours of real darkness before dawn for whatever the VC might have planned. I had trouble deciding whether that was a good or a bad thing as I re-remembered my encounter. Faint footsteps sounded up the trail. Sandals flapping. Lots of them. I hunkered and watched in minor amazement as what seemed to be a whole damned village trooped down the trail toward the river. 

    Old men, women, and children passed my position for many long moments in a procession that stretched from my position to well past Priestly's. Only one

--a middle aged woman --seemed armed. She carried an AK-47 and wore a couple of ammo pouches on a web belt and seemed more concerned with herding people than watching for trouble. 

    Only one woman with a rifle and a fairly noisy parade of people undoubtedly intended to be pack mules for whatever was supposed to arrive. That meant that our mission was about to be validated, after all, and that the VC didn't have the slightest idea we were in the neighborhood. Within moments the whole crowd had reached the docking area below. After milling around for a few minutes most of them simply sat down to wait. A few of the women talked quietly until the woman with the rifle broke up the conversation, then there was only silence and they all sat watching the river. Motion on the river again caught my attention. It was far upstream and near the far bank. A sampan? The vague dark spot in the mist gradually became a long, narrow boat with a big hump in the middle and someone standing in the rear. 

    Another sampan came around the bend and into view. And another. Three? 

Must be a major supply drop. Now another one? Damn! Four sampans could carry as much hardware as a pickup truck. No wonder they brought all those villagers. 

    One at a time the sampans crossed the river and continued their drifting approach to the dock. Each sampan had a tillerman, a guy with a rifle who sat in the bow, and a big pile of stuff in the middle of the boat. Sitting ducks. We'd probably nail all of them fairly easily, but there was still the woman with the rifle to consider. As soon as any of us fired our rifles the muzzle flashes would give away our positions and she'd undoubtedly shoot at us. 

    The first two boats passed below me. I'd let Harris, Max, and Priestly deal with them. The third boat in the little flotilla neared my position as the first two neared the dock. My job had become sinking these two or slowing them enough for the other guys to finish with their immediate targets and help me with these. 

    Holding a grenade near the soft dirt at the base of my log, I pulled the pin and let the dirt cushion and quiet the handle release, then let the grenade cook for three quick Mississippis as I drew my arm back for the pitch. I then threw the grenade at the guard in the bow of the third sampan as the boat drifted toward me. 

    It barely missed him, landing in the boat behind him and bouncing back at him off the bundled cargo, then it exploded with a force that almost shoved the bow under water and threw the guard completely out of the boat. The tillerman --apparently having been protected to some degree by their load --threw himself flat and grabbed his rifle, then rolled on his back and aimed up the embankment in my general direction as the boat's bow filled with water. 

    Without guidance the boat turned sideways and the current carried it a bit closer to the bank. Staying well down behind my log I picked up another grenade as the tillerman searched for me. 

    Boat four's tillerman had started his engine and was trying hard to steer away from shore, but I can hit a 55-gallon drum at up to seventy feet or so and their loads were the size of three such drums. 

    I pulled the pin, released the handle, and let the grenade cook for three fast Mississippis before throwing it at boat four, then yanked the pin out of another one, cooked it three, and threw it in a much higher arc at the same sampan. 

    Things were definitely happening just downstream as other grenades went off and rifles fired, but I was concerned only with my own targets for the moment and barely gave the dock area a glance. 

    My first grenade bounced off the big bundle on sampan four and splashed into the water, then it exploded in a good-sized geyser that rocked the boat. Grenade two --as planned --blew just before it landed, peppering the length of the boat with frags. The tillerman seemed to freeze in mid-crouch, then toppled silently sideways into the water. 

    The gunner in the bow screamed and collapsed to lie flat in the boat. A moment later he fired at the riverbank on full auto. His rounds tore through the bush randomly and well below my position, then I heard him changing magazines. 

    The first sampan I'd attacked was nosing downward into the water and slowly drifting away from the bank. There was no sign of the gunner, but the tillerman was trying to swim the dozen yards or so to shore. I took careful aim and put two quick rounds into him, then hopped over my log to put it between me and the woman with the rifle. Sure enough, a burst from somewhere down the trail almost immediately ripped through my old space and the sampan gunner emptied his magazine at the same spot. Slithering down the slope a bit, I aimed at the guy in the fourth sampan just as he saw me and brought his rifle up. We fired at the same time, but his rounds ripped the area well above me. In six three-round bursts I emptied my rifle into him and his end of the boat. 

    He straightened briefly and collapsed over the edge of the sampan. A few gouts of water flew up right at the waterline and I knew that most, if not all, of my rounds had found the guy or the boat. There was no return fire as it drifted toward me. I changed magazines as I glanced around. The first sampan I'd struck had drifted further away from shore and was almost half underwater. As I watched, it seemed to finally come to some decision and rolled on its side, then the bundle disappeared below the surface. 

    The boat lurched and suddenly floated a bit higher in the water as the load spilled into the river and small, unidentifiable things began bobbing to the surface and floating away ahead of the boat. 

    My other sampan target had swung about in the current to face upriver and seemed far less decisive about sinking. I aimed at the center of the boat where it met the water and fired triples as quickly as possible while still taking definite aim, then changed magazines again. 

    The boat began to lean to its left as the river filled it, but it still refused to sink. When it leaned a bit farther the body of the gunner fell limply into the water. I moved to my right and hunkered behind a different tree as I fired another magazine's worth of triples at the boat's hull. There was a muffled 'whump', the sampan suddenly jostled hard and the bundle began to smoke, and then the whole length of the shallow-hulled craft disappeared below the water. Only the top of the cargo bundle was visible for a moment before it, too, disappeared beneath the surface. Only bubbles broke the river's surface. About to turn away, I was rather startled when the sampan suddenly shot out of the water like a broaching whale and splashed to rest. The whole length of the boat was visible in the waning moonlight as the current carried it downstream. 

    Easing my way up the embankment for a peek over the top, I saw no villagers. They'd probably all high-tailed when the shooting started. If there were VC within half a mile or so they'd be arriving fairly soon. We had to get the hell out of the area. I made my way toward the dock to round up the others. 

    As I neared Priestly's position, small sounds caused me to freeze behind cover twice, but nothing came of either noise. A few yards out I whispered

"eleven" and Priestly answered "three, dammit". Moving closer, I saw that Priestly was trying to wrap a field dressing around his left forearm and stepped in to help unwrapping and rewrapping the bandage. 

    'Not much blood,' I thought. 'Good. We won't have to carry his ass to the LZ.' 

    "Y'know," I whispered as I tied a square knot to hold the bandage and tucked in the loose ends, "The Army didn't tell me that this job could be dangerous." 

    Priestly grinned at me. Good. That meant his head was working well enough. I said, "I guess we really ought to think about leaving fairly soon, huh?" Priestly rolled his eyes, then got up, grabbed his rifle, and said, "Yeah, maybe." 

    "Any other hits?" I asked. 

    "No," he said, flexing his hand and arm. Pointing at a four-inch splinter of wood, he said, "That got me when the ol' girl tore up the log a foot from my face. She's pretty good at shooting at flashes in the dark." He picked it up and slipped it in his shirt pocket as I said, "Yeah, I'd say so. Where's Annie Oakley now?" 

    He shook his head. "Don't know. She stopped shooting after she shot at me." 

    "Well, that was damned decent of her." 

    "No shit. How'd we do, Sarge?" 

    "I got both of mine. If you guys got yours, we're all done and out of here." 

    He nodded and headed toward the dock. I took a long look around, then followed at a distance, keeping an eye on our backtrail. As we neared the dock area someone whispered "eight" and Priestly whispered back "Six, Sarge behind me". 

    There was barely enough moonlight left to see Priestly meet Harris and pass him. Harris waited until he could see me, then turned to follow Priestly. Some distance farther, I felt something just to my left ahead of me and stopped next to a tree as I aimed my rifle at the spot and whispered "seven". 

    "Seven!" whispered Maxwell. "Point that thing somewhere else. Jesus." Moving ahead, I said, "Nope. Just me." 

    As he stepped out of cover he asked, "How the hell did you know I was there?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Just did. Max, did anyone pull a position check earlier? Around one, give or take a few?" 

    He looked at me rather oddly. "No. You been seeing things?" 

    "No," I shook my head. "Hearing things. Something moved, that's all." I moved on toward the dock. Max followed a few yards back, covering our rear. When I emerged from the bush at the end of the trail by the water, Priestly and Harris were using the muzzles of their rifles to snag and pull the body of a woman ashore. Harris held an AK-47; he dropped the clip and showed us the brassy gleam of unspent rounds, then skipped the magazine out across the water. 

    "This was our shooter," he said. "Found her rifle here on the bank. She's dead, but we don't know why." 

    Max got a grip on her hair and dragged her halfway up on the bank, then rolled the body over and stood up. 

    "Don't see any holes," he said. "What killed her? Heart attack? A really bad case of the clap?" 

    Priestly grunted a short, faint laugh. "VC dies of VD during firefight. Story at eleven. Fuck it, man. She stopped shooting at us and that's good enough for me." 

    Harris used a two-hand grip on the AK's muzzle to sling the weapon a helluva distance out from shore. I watched it splash into the river, then looked back down at the woman. 

    The angle of her head didn't look right. I gave her head a little sideways shove with my boot and heard a faint grating as her head flopped limply. 

    "Her neck's broken!" hissed Max. "Be damned! But if we didn't do it, who did? And why?" 

    "Maybe she was a real bitch," said Harris tiredly. "Maybe one of those rice farmers she marched down here zapped her when she wasn't looking." 

    "Doesn't matter," I said. "The show's over and it's two klicks to the LZ. Let's haul ass before we have company." 

    Harris --our point man --nodded and walked away. The others followed a few yards apart. I took a moment to lift the woman's head slightly and turn it enough to see the other side of her throat. When her wet hair fell away I saw a small gash in her throat. 

    The cut was maybe an inch long at most. A bayonet? A rice knife? Why? That and a broken neck seemed like overkill. Tilting her head, I saw that the cut seemed rather deep, then realized that her carotid artery had been sliced open lengthwise. It didn't make any sense. Why be almost surgically precise in combat? 

    'Well, damn,' I thought as I shoved her back into the water. A bit of shoving put her in the river's flow and some more shoving with the muzzle of my rifle pushed her far enough from shore that the current took her. I watched her drift away for a moment, then turned to follow the others as I wondered why I'd bothered to push her back into the river. 
Chapter Two

    On the bird back to our firebase I didn't mention the gash on the woman's neck and I didn't ask again if anyone had checked anyone's position during the night. 

    I glanced around at the others as we sat in the CO's plywood-paneled

"office" and waited to debrief with Captain Drake. There was no reason not to mention the dead woman, but no good reason to mention the cut on her neck. Disregarding the gash for a moment, someone had snapped her neck. I'd taken out a sentry that way once, so I knew what was involved. A choke hold until the victim was unconscious, then a hard twist of the head. It took some strength to snap a neck, but anyone fit enough to be in the Army could do it. So could someone who could hoist and haul hundred-pound bags of rice, like one of the Viet farmers in that crowd by the water. I looked at the others and wondered if one of them had done it and just didn't want to admit it. Possible, but Priestly hadn't been anywhere near the dock, where Harris had found her rifle... 

    "Sarge?" 

    Harris was looking at me with mild concern. Max had been leaning back against the wall, attempting to doze. He peered at me from beneath his floppy hatbrim as Priestly glanced up from some magazine. 

    "Just thinking," I said. 

    "Shouldn't do that," said Max. "Not in this place." Priestly grinned and nodded. "Yeah. Nothing over here is supposed to make sense, Sarge. You'll just give yourself a big-assed headache." Nodding slightly, I said, "Thanks, Priestly. I'll try to remember that." 

    "I think," said Harris with a small pause, "That the Sarge might be wondering if maybe one of us broke that woman's neck." Priestly actually looked insulted. "Is that right, Sarge? Is that what you're thinkin'?" 

    "You were too far away, Priestly." I leaned back against the wall like Max and said, "She was VC anyway. No biggie. Just different way to do the job." Sergeant Tolliver, the company clerk, came out of Drake's office and sat down behind his desk as he said, "You guys can go on in now." After salutes and Drake's congratulations for having returned intact, I summarized with, "They showed up around two, Cap. We sank four heavily-loaded sampans and zapped eight Chucks, then split." 

    Captain Drake sighed, set down his coffee cup, and drawled, "You know, I truly do appreciate it when my men try so hard not to waste my time with unnecessary trivia, Sergeant, but are you absolutely sure there's nothing else to tell?" 

    "Everything sank, sir. Everything. All we can say for sure is that Charlie didn't get to keep any of it. Mission accomplished, Cap." I shrugged and added, "Oh, yeah. Almost forgot. Priestly picked up a little splinter off a log." 

    Harris and Max grinned as Priestly's eyes widened. He fished the four-inch

'splinter' out of his pocket and showed it to Drake and the others, then pointed at his bandaged arm. 

    "Hey, Sarge! You see all that blood, there? This thing coulda killed me!" 

    "Yeah, well, I guess it's a good thing I happened to remember it. We wouldn't want you to miss getting any medals, would we?" Priestly dropped the splinter back in his pocket and patted it, drew himself up, then said, "No. We wouldn't. By God, the Army owes me a Heart." Captain Drake grinned as he said, "Yeah, okay, I'll make sure it happens, Priestly. But these other poor schmucks won't be getting any new jewelry today. Unlike you, they didn't have sense enough to get wounded while they were out there. Does anybody have anything else to say about the mission?" When Drake looked at the others, Max shrugged. Nobody added anything to my brief report. He looked at me again and nodded. 

    "Okay, then. Good job, men. You'll be going out again tonight, so get some sleep. Dismissed." 

    As we headed for our bunks Harris lightly backhanded my arm and asked, 

"Hey, Sarge, why didn't you make it nine Chucks? She counts. She was shooting at us." 

    Stopping to look at him, I said, "I only count our own kills, Harris. Until someone here admits wasting her, she doesn't count." Harris lost his grin and shrugged. I altered course toward the mess tent and went inside. A long coffee later I dragged my tired self across the compound to my bunk and dropped my gear, then took off my boots and stretched out. 

    Someone jarred me sharply awake by yelling from the steps. God-damned cheery-assed Tolliver in his clean, pressed fatigues and gleaming boots, grinning like an idiot as he shouted at me. 

    "...So let's go, Sarge! Go, go, go! Big night ahead and all that! Drake's office in thirty, Sarge! You got that?" 

    'Asshole,' I thought. "Yeah," I muttered. "Got it. Thirty." I peered blearily at the wall right next to him and pointed there as I said, "Jesus. That's gotta be the biggest goddamn spider I've..." Tolliver yelled and made an impressive sideways leap, bumped his head on a beam, stumbled and fell to the floor. He sat staring at the wall and breathing hard for a moment, his eyes still big with panic as he rubbed his scalp. Seeing nothing there, he stood up and looked at me rather narrowly. I rubbed my eyes and grunted, "Never mind. Not awake yet, I guess. Hey, you've got a big brown spot on your pants, man. Better do something about that." 

    Tolliver stalked stiffly out of my bunker and I sat up. 

    'Big brown spot on his nose, too,' I thought. 

    The bright afternoon sun shining through slits cast blocks and bars of light on the sandbag walls of the pit I called home. Shit. Sleeping in this heat sometimes seemed worse than not sleeping at all. 

    After shaking out my boots I slipped them on and grabbed my towel, my kit, and a change of socks and stopped in the mess hall on the way to the showers. Ice in a cup, then coffee, then guzzle it halfway and refill it. Taste it. Still drinkably cool. Guzzle that, then put four small ice cubes in the cup and fill it. Taste it. Hot, but not scalding. Good enough. On to the showers. Tolliver glared at me as I entered the office. Harris and Max were already there, but not Priestly. Harris said that Priestly screwed up his ankle. 

    "He was showing some guy the splinter. When he stepped down, the end of the sandbag just opened up and spilled. He fell right into the hole. Tried to stand up and couldn't. Dumbest goddamned thing I ever saw." Max commented, "It wasn't dumb, man. It was just an accident. My uncle..." Harris sighed loudly and said, "Aw, man, don't be tellin' us another goddamned story about your uncle, okay? According to you, every possible bad thing that could ever happen to anyone's already happened to your goddamned uncle." 

    "Well, fuck you, Harris. He had some bad luck, that's all." Laughing, Harris said, "No shit! He oughta be dead by now." Shrugging, Max said, "Yeah, well, he is. He fell off a tractor while he was plowing a field last year. It ran over him." 

    "Jesus," said Harris. "You mean with one of those... uh, round-blade things dragging behind the tractor?" 

    Nodding solemnly, Max said, "Yup. It was right messy out there for a while." 

    'Right messy out there?' I thought. 

    I tried to stifle a laugh and failed. Max looked positively hurt and insulted for a moment, then he realized I wasn't buying it. Captain Drake chose that moment to appear at his doorway and beckon us in. 

    "Where's Priestly?" Drake asked. 

    "Sick call, sir," said Harris. "Busted his ankle." 

    "Really broken or just sprained?" 

    "Don't know yet, sir. It just happened half an hour ago. He couldn't walk on it." 

    Drake nodded and seemed thoughtful, then he spread a map on his desk. After showing and telling us the plan for the interdiction mission, he asked if we thought we'd need a replacement for Priestly. 

    Shaking my head I said, "We can cover it, Cap." 

    "You're sure?" 

    "We'll use an 'X' ambush and take some extra grenades. No sweat." Drake looked us all over once, saw that the others agreed with my assessment, then said, "Good hunting, then. This evening's number is seventeen. That's seventeen, people." 

    He dismissed us and we went to chow, then killed an hour with mail and news before our ride arrived, a UH-1D. I knew the pilot and talked with him about our LZ as he refilled his thermos in the mess tent, then we got underway. 

    As we neared the LZ, the two gunships played leap-frog a few times, dropping low here and there as if to let people off. On one occasion one of the gunships drew some rifle fire, but when he and the other gunship circled to see if anyone would be stupid enough to fire again, they weren't. Several more fake drops later, the three of us jumped off for real into eight-foot elephant grass and made our way to the trees. The slicks continued on and we saw one of them fake another drop on a nearby hillside, then they leap-frogged to another hill and did it again. 

    Around ten klicks from the LZ it was almost full dark when we found ourselves at the trail crossing. We set up a crossfire zone that covered a good hundred feet of both of the two southbound trails, then I went uphill a little distance to be able to provide cover fire and pick off any strays. Once my own little nest area behind a log was cleared to my comfort and satisfaction, I readied six grenades by straightening the pins for quick removal and laid them in a neat little row in front of me, then hunkered down to wait. 

    A couple of hours later we had the big, bright moon for company again. The amount of light filtering down through the surrounding jungle made it almost easy to see well up the trails. I quietly pulled my right canteen out of its case and unscrewed the cap, then took a long sip of tepid coffee. Anything but water in a canteen is against regulations, but I preferred the taste and extra alertness to being merely well-hydrated. Besides, if I had to use plain water for anything --like first aid --I could use the left canteen. 

    Possibly because my head was tilted back I heard something to my left rear that was so soft as to be almost imaginary, like a quick rush of breeze. Holding the position for a moment, I was pretty sure that I heard it again. Lowering my canteen, I set it aside, reached for a grenade, and turned slightly to look toward the source of the sounds. As I backed around my log that hair-raising presence suddenly seemed to fill the night as it had before. It was strongest in the direction I was facing, even though I saw nothing but shadows. 

    "Seventeen," came a soft whisper. Too soft? It almost sounded like a woman. 

    Again the whole number, not a piece of it. Some of the shadows seemed to rearrange themselves into a vague upright figure nearly six feet tall that moved forward, then stopped while still ten yards distant. Something about the dim figure made me feel about the same as if I were facing a tiger. 

    "Seventeen," the figure hissingly insisted. "Come on, damn it. I know it's the right number." 

    When it moved forward slightly I pulled the pin from the grenade and gripped the handle against it as I stood up behind the tree. I'd simply toss the grenade into an area about ten feet away and cringe behind the tree until it went off. 

    Holding up the ring and pin, I hissed back, "You just stay over there. Who the hell are you and what are you doing out here?" A voice that definitely belonged to a woman softly said, "If you use that grenade your mission will be over before it starts. Put the pin back in it." What the hell was a woman doing out here? Why the hell would she care about our mission? And how could she wander around in the jungle alone at night? 

    "There'll be other missions." I whispered. 

    "I know you're curious about me. I'm an American, too. Let's..." 

    "Only the VC and guys like us play in the jungle at night." 

    "How could a VC know the night's number?" 

    "The same way you did, howthehell ever that is." 

    "You sound terrified." She snickered softly. I realized that I did sound terrified. Probably only because I was terrified, which was reason enough to let her know I was serious about scratching the mission if necessary. 

    "Damned right I am," I said aloud, but not loudly. "Maybe it's time to call my friends up here." I took a deep breath to call out to Harris and Max. 

    "Shhh! NO!" she hissed, raising her empty hands. "I just want to talk with you! Truly, that's all!" 

    Again whispering, I hissed, "Well, by God, if you can find me out here you can damned well find me some other time, can't you?! Let's talk when I'm not working, lady! What the hell's wrong with that idea?" After a moment she sighed, then she simply seemed to vanish, blending into the other shadows completely. As I stared hard at the space where she'd been I glanced around almost frantically to see if she'd somehow simply moved around me. Nope. Even her overwhelming presence was gone. 

    I searched for her for another few moments, then realized that I was breathing hard, trembling, and that my mouth was dry as a bone. Working the pin back into the grenade and almost reluctantly setting it down with the others, I rubbed my neck and arms and then picked up my coffee canteen while trying to see and hear in all directions at once. 

    My hands were shaking hard and sweating. I had to force myself not to guzzle the coffee; instead swirling it around to dampen matters, I swallowed only tiny amounts of it at a time until the first swig was gone, then took another mouthful and capped the canteen. 

    Time to wonder who --or what --she was ended abruptly as small sounds emanated from one of the trails. I reorganized myself and dropped quietly back into my position and had barely gotten settled when a lone man pushing a heavily-laden bicycle came into view on the left-hand trail. Before he'd reached the crossing below me there were six more guys pushing loaded bikes in single file on the visible chunk of trail. Four guys with rifles walked generally with the others. 

    It seemed that the first bicycle pusher was their point man; the guy who would trip any unseen wires or find any mines buried in the road well ahead of the group. 

    Someone down there laughed softly and then one of the others also laughed. One of the guards stopped and had sharp, low-toned words with the two offenders, then they moved on. 

    "Too late for that, guys," I thought as I carefully aimed at the farthest guard in the column and squeezed the trigger. 

    He went down as I aimed at the next-nearest guard, who tried to make for the trees. Harris and Max opened up on them with rifle fire and grenades as I led my target a little and squeezed the trigger again. Down he went. The other two guards were already down and unmoving. 

    Two bike-pushers toward the rear of the column had grabbed rifles, let their bikes fall over, and hauled ass toward the woods. Harris and Max fired at the same time and dropped one of them on the edge of the trail. The one still on his feet almost dove into the jungle between the two trails. I heard Harris mutter, "Aw, shit, we shot at the same one," then he stood up. 

    One of the bike-pushers on the ground tried to aim a rifle at him, but Harris put a round in the guy almost instantly. Another one tried to crawl frantically the last few feet toward the trees, but I nailed him before he got there. When there was no more motion on the trail I picked up my grenades and walked downhill. 

    Approaching Harris, I said, "He's either still running and halfway to Hanoi or he's hunkered in there waiting for us to be stupid and follow him." Harris nodded and pulled the pin out of a grenade, cooked it about two seconds, then tossed it in a high arc at the area where the runner had entered the jungle. I did the same and Max threw one of his. The grenades went off while still well above ground, but there was no way to tell if we'd tagged the runner. 

    "Guess it's time to see if that idea worked," said Harris. "Any volunteers?" 

    "He should have been my target," said Max. "I'll do it." 

    "How the hell do you figure he was your target?" asked Harris. "We shot at the same one, didn't we?" 

    I asked, "Are you volunteering to go in first?" 

    "I didn't say that. I just didn't want ol' Max, here, running off with all the credit." 

    "Uh, huh. What say we throw another round before we head down there?" 

    "Sounds good," said Harris. 

    After tossing another volley of grenades, we headed downslope. Max said, "Huh. I'm bigger'n either of you guys. Whattaya bet the sumbitch automatically picks me to shoot at?" 

    "Suits me," said Harris. "I'll get him for you if he does. How's that?" 

    "Well, fuck-you-very-much, sir," said Max in a monotone. "Don't you ever want to be first at anything in your miserable little Army-issue life?" 

    "Nah. I ain't real competitive, y'know. Just enough to get by, that's me." 

    "That's why you're still a Spec.4," said Max. "Nearly two years in and still a..." 

    There was crashing through the jungle ahead and the guy we'd expected to have to hunt for came bursting across the trail maybe fifty yards away. He fired blindly at us without stopping and we all fired back at once. The guy went down like a shredded rag doll. 

    "Sumbitch," Harris said softly, staring at the ex-runner in awe. 

    "Yeah," said Max. "Why the hell did he do that?" 

    "Maybe something in the bush scared him worse than we did." 

    "Maybe a tiger," said Max. "There's some big-assed tigers here." Harris goggled at him for a moment, then said, "Jee-zus, Max! Think about what you're sayin' sometimes. Did you ever see a tiger that wasn't big-assed?" Max shrugged. "Yeah. I saw a cub once in a zoo. He was a cute little guy." That overwhelming presence suddenly emanated strongly from the region where the VC had emerged from the jungle and I snapped around to aim in that direction. The others also aimed at the area, but apparently only because I did. They seemed unable to figure out what I was aiming at. The presence abruptly and completely vanished. 

    "You see something in there?" asked Harris. I shook my head slowly. "Guess not." 

    Max said, "Don't get all spooky on us, Sarge. Keep it together, okay?" He was grinning at me when he said it, but such words were always half-true. I gave him a look that was the equivalent of giving him the finger and he chuckled. 

    We stood gazing at the spot for some moments, then I walked over to one of the fallen bikes and slit the wraps and ties with my belt knife. Pre-loaded AK-47 magazines clattered to the trail. Another bike held bags of rice. 

    "Time to call it in," I said. "Max, where's the radio?" 

    "Back up there. Didn't figure we'd need it right away." He headed up the slight hill toward his ambush position. Harris looked at me oddly and seemed thoughtful. 

    "What?" I asked. 

    He looked around at the bikes and bodies, then looked at Max's retreating back and said, "Well, things went okay and I didn't want to say it in front of Max, but I heard you talking up there, Sarge." 

    I neither confirmed nor denied it. 

    Harris said, "If I ever hear you talking during a mission again I'll turn your ass in, Sarge. If you're cracking up I don't want you anywhere near me." 

    "I'm not cracking up, Harris." 

    "I just thought you ought to know, that's all." 

    "Relax. I'm fine." 

    He came to stand two feet from me and quietly asked, "Then why the hell were you talking?" 

    I shook my head. "Can't say. Thought I saw something then, too." Harris waited for more of an explanation. I couldn't think of one that would work, so I didn't say anything. 

    At length he asked, "What was it?" 

    "It wasn't what it seemed to be. Drop it, okay?" After a moment he glanced toward Max, who was returning with the radio, and nodded slightly. "Yeah. Okay, Sarge. Just remember what I said." 

    "Will do." 

    After a moment, he sighed and shook his head slightly as he went to check out one of the bodies. 

    "This guy's an NVA officer," he said. 

    "Whatever." 

    "I'm gonna take his belt buckle before someone else does. Want his hat?" 

    "Give it to Max. I don't collect stuff. You know that, Harris." He harvested the hat and buckle, then checked the other bodies. I watched Max make his way back down the slight grade with the PRC and wondered what Harris did with all the junk he'd collected. Once we got back to base the buckle would disappear, as had most of the other stuff he'd grabbed that way. Some guys thought it was macho to wear the buckles. I figured that wearing anything that had belonged to a VC or an NVA --especially the strings of ears and noses I'd seen on a few of our lurps --was a good way to turn being captured or quickly killed into being tortured for sport if a mission went to hell. Dumb. 
Chapter Three

    The big chopper that came out lowered a metal pallet to the trail as two gunships orbited our position. A couple of guys rode the swinging, spinning pallet down and unhooked it and the big bird rose well into the sky. After cursory greetings the guys began loading everything and the bodies onto the pallet while we stood guard. 

    Once everything was aboard they stepped aboard the pallet. One of them held the end loops of the half-inch cables as the other called the big bird back down, then asked if we wanted to ride back or walk. 

    "If you wanna ride back, get aboard," he said with a fat grin. "This bus is leaving real soon." 

    Max looked dubious as hell as he glanced at Harris and me. Harris shrugged and said, "What the hell. Saves walking." I nodded. "Yeah. Good enough." 

    Shaking his head, Max joined us in standing on the pallet and locked his hands around one of the cables. The guy who'd invited us aboard told us to dump our gear on the pile and sit down, then grab a strap and hang on. 

    "We only go about fifty when there's people on the pallets," he said. 

"Ain't lost anybody for some time now. If you're scared of heights, don't look down, okay?" 

    "Oh, shit," said Max. His eyes were as big as saucers. A snap hook descended and the cable guy slapped each loop in place, then the other guy radioed the helicopter. The cables around the pallet lifted and tightened with a jerk, then we were ungently snatched skyward over fifty feet in less than two seconds. 

    The pallet spun and swung what seemed perilously close to the trees and Max groaned, but neither of the chopper guys seemed particularly worried. Max then threw up loudly over the edge of the pallet and groaned again. I hung onto my cable and watched the ground recede. 

    When we were well clear of the trees we stopped ascending and began moving in a particular direction. The pallet tilted somewhat as our flight began in earnest and Max groaned again. 

    We couldn't see a damned thing below, but it was cool up there. It was damned near cold, in fact, and I marveled at this unexpected turn of events as I basked in the first real coolness I'd felt since being sent on a medical supply run a month before. 

    The trip ended too soon to suit me. I recognized the layout of the firebase before the chopper began descending toward it. After some maneuvering to steady the pallet a bit the chopper began lowering us to the ground. 

    "Don't be on the pallet when it touches down," said a chopper guy. "May hit hard, may not, but it's safer to jump off just before it hits, then get your asses away from it." 

    Max groaned again and stared at the ground rushing up at us. 

    "Max!" yelled Harris. "You got that? You gotta jump off just before it touches down and get clear!" 

    "Yeah! Yeah!" he yelled back, never taking his eyes off the ground. Facing the way we were heading, I waited for what seemed the right moment, then realized that the chopper guys would know that better than I would. 

    "Max! Harris!" I yelled. As they looked at me I thumbed at the chopper guys and said, "Jump when they do!" 

    Both nodded. I turned back forward and when the guy on my left jumped, so did I, then I scrambled some distance away from the pallet. Needlessly, I discovered. 

    The pallet was still a yard from the ground and drifting slowly forward as the pilot allowed us all time to get off safely. The chopper guy was laughing. Harris wasn't; he didn't like such jokes much and he looked angry enough to punch the guy. We didn't need that. Might want another ride sometime. I walked over and said, "The first beer's on me, Harris." He looked at me quizzically, then realized that I was trying to defuse matters. 

    "Big fucking deal," he said. "It's Schlitz, it's warm, and it's free. Where's Max?" 

    We looked around and saw Max still on the pallet, clinging to a cable as the chopper maneuvered to keep the pallet in the area between the tents. Harris rolled his eyes and set forth to save his friend. 

    "Jump off, Max!" he yelled. 

    Max stared bleakly at him and shook his head frantically. "I can't let go!" 

    "Well, shit," muttered Harris. 

    "Max," I yelled, "Get your ass off that pallet! That's an order!" As the pallet swung past us on a reverse course Max again shook his head frantically and moaned, "I can't let go!" 

    I shrugged and looked at the chopper guy, then said, "Tell the pilot to put it down gently." 

    He nodded and called the chopper. The pallet lowered slightly, then again, then made contact with the ground and dragged to an abrupt halt. The cables went slack and the hook dropped several feet as Max pitched off the pallet and flat to the ground, never letting go of the cable. 

    The chopper guys hurried to unhook the cables and free them from the pallet as Harris and I walked over to Max and pried his fingers away from the cable, then yanked him to his feet. His knees failed and he sat there staring at us, apparently on the verge of tears. 

    When Harris opened his mouth to say something, I swatted his shoulder and shook my head as I said, "Let him be." 

    Looking at Max, I quietly said, "When you can get up, grab your gear and head for the CO's office. No biggie, okay?" 

    Max stared up at us for a moment, then nodded silently. I motioned for Harris to come with me and we pulled our gear off the pallet, setting Max's stuff to one side and dawdling as Max rose first to his knees, then to his feet. His first steps seemed rather unsteady, then he seemed to firm up a bit as he approached us. 

    "Ya big pussy," said Harris with a big grin. There was no grin on Max's face as he gazed first at Harris, then at me, then knelt shakily to slide under his pack and stood up with his rifle in hand. 

    "Harris," said Max, "I want to be there when you find out what scares you shitless. I think I'd like that. A lot." 

    "Don't hold your breath," said Harris. 

    'Uh, huh,' I thought. 'Bet I know a woman who'd ring those bells for you.' 

    "See you guys at the CO's office in about fifteen," I said. "You know he's gonna have something to say about this haul." 

    "It better be something real nice," said Harris. 

    "Yeah," said Max, apparently at least trying to feel better. "We worked our asses off for this one." 

    Max looked at the stuff being unloaded and then at us, then he simply walked away toward their bunker. Harris looked at me and shrugged, then followed him. I headed for my bunker and dumped my gear, then went to the CO's office by way of the latrines and the mess tent, where I liberated a cup of coffee. 

    Captain Drake looked a bit disheveled, but his enthusiasm was evident in the big grin on his face and the way he bypassed salutes and reached to shake our hands when we entered his office. 

    "By God," he said, "You guys scored big tonight, didn't you?" I raised an eyebrow at that and asked, "What?" Max and Harris looked equally surprised. 

    Drake laughed and asked, "You guys don't know? Jesus!" He laughed again and said, "You didn't just nail a supply train tonight! They had some outfit's payroll or bribe money!" 

    Shaking his head, Max asked, "Captain, what's the big deal? It's all play money over here. Piasters ain't worth shit." 

    "That many of them are, Maxwell," said Drake. He watched for our reaction as he said, "About sixty thousand dollars worth of them." Harris shrugged. "Still no biggie, sir." 

    "Think," said Drake. "Seventy percent of their force is supposed to be enlisted, right? The value isn't in the money, people. It's in the information about troop strength and where they are." 

    Max and Harris still seemed unimpressed. I sipped my coffee and waited for more, which wasn't long in coming. 

    Drake leaned on his desk with an air of exasperation and said, "Look, we know what they pay their enlisted guys. Figure they're all due about six months of back pay and..." 

    "Excuse me, sir," interrupted Harris, "But why would we figure that?" With a shake of his head and a sigh, Drake said, "Because prisoners have said so, Harris. Why the hell else do you think I'd assume something like that?" 

    "Just wondering, sir." 

    "Do your wondering quietly for a moment, Harris." Max stifled a laugh. 

    "Oh, yes, sir," said Harris. "Quietly. You got it, Cap." 

    "Good. Now, as I was saying, first we divide by six, then we figure seventy percent of what's left is one month's pay and divide by ten. That means that there are about seven hundred enlisted personnel wherever that money was going." 

    Harris cleared his throat and tried to hide a grin as he asked, "Where exactly was it going, sir?" 

    Captain Drake gazed steadily at Harris as he said, "Unfortunately, Harris, we don't know that yet. Would you like to be kept apprised of our findings?" 

    "Apprised, sir?" 

    "Informed, Harris." 

    Looking first at Max, then at me, Harris said, "Well, no, sir, not really. Not unless we're likely to start running into more than a few of them at a time, I guess." 

    Walking around his desk to sit down in a weary manner, Drake said, "For what it may be worth, I called you in here to say you'd done a good job. Well done, indeed, and all that. I guess the fact that you don't seem to understand the true magnitude of your accomplishment tonight doesn't really matter a fat, flying damn, does it?" 

    "No, sir," said Max. "I guess not." He, too, was trying to contain a grin. Drake reached under his desk and pulled out three small cardboard boxes, then tossed one to each of us as he said, "You don't get any medals tonight, but these came in today from Da Nang. We don't have the slightest idea why they came here, but they did, so each of you gets one." Inside my box was a white plastic insulated travel mug with "KOOL" in green, two-inch-tall letters that wrapped partway around the mug. A little paper inside the mug said, "Keep hot beverages hot and cold beverages cold!" 

    "Uh, thanks, sir," said Harris, staring wryly at his mug. "I'll treasure it." 

    Max snickered as he put his back in its box. "Sure you will. Thanks, Captain." 

    "Well, I like it," I said. "If I put something over the holes in the lid it'll keep the bugs out of my coffee. Thanks, Cap." 

    "You're all very welcome," said Drake. "Sergeant, I need a word with you, so stick around. Everybody else take off. Good work and dismissed." After Harris and Max had left, Drake asked, "Who is Captain Marian Hartley?" 

    "Huh?" I rattled the name around in my head for a moment, then said, "I don't know her, Cap." 

    He produced a routing slip from beneath his desk blotter and handed it to me. On it were the words 'Cpt. Marian Hartley, 3rd Surgical and Evac Hospital, Dong Tam, rm. 204B, 21 April. Appointment time TBA. Check into BEQ upon arrival.' 

    Drake said, "It seems that you will have an appointment with her at her convenience. What sort of an appointment would that be?" I shook my head slowly as I re-read the slip. "No idea, Cap. I've never heard of her and I know I don't have the clap. What did you find out when you called?" 

    He peered at me briefly. "What makes you think I called?" Looking up from the slip, I pointed at the phone and said, "Because you can and because one of your NCO's is being ordered to appear at 3rd Surgical and because you're asking me who she is. What did you find out, sir?" Shrugging, he said, "Not much. She's a nurse of some kind and this slip came through brigade, so you will be there as requested on 21 April." 

    "That's when? Two days from now?" 

    "Right. Friday. Got a decent uniform?" 

    I nodded. "Khakis in a duffle bag. I'll wash and hang them and if they're moldy or too shabby I'll buy or borrow a set of Tolliver's. You may have to order him to let me have them, though. We aren't exactly friends lately." 

    "No problem. Got any money?" 

    "About a hundred cash in your safe, sir. Everything else goes to the States. You really think I'll need money? She's a captain. I'm a sergeant. No fraternizing." 

    He sighed and said, "Take money, just in case you're there a while. I can't get you out of here before Friday, so I'll set up a Friday morning trip with supply. They shouldn't mind a trip to Dong Tam too much." And thus it was. Instead of staying up all night as usual I crashed early and woke around ten, stayed up all day, did the same on Thursday, and used the daylight time to clean, fix, and replace some of my issue equipment. Friday morning at oh-six-hundred I turned in my M-16 and boarded an empty Huey UH-1B with a set of Tolliver's khakis in my ditty bag and my KOOL mug full of coffee. Ten bucks. That's what he'd charged me for the khakis, the little shit. New ones would have cost half that. 

    No biggie. In the office I'd grabbed a set of his just-polished collar brass, too, and gave him my unpolished-for-months green brass. He bitched, but the chopper had arrived and Drake told him to go along with it to get things moving. 

    One stop and nearly an hour later I hopped off the bird at an outlying helipad some distance from the hospital, flagged a passing jeep, and got a ride to the emergency entrance of the hospital. I then went inside to the Emergency/A&D desk, where I had to stop and stare at the A&D nurse; the first tall, white, round-eyed, fair-haired woman I'd seen in months. After hearing the purpose of my visit, she told me where I could get a quick shower --a real shower in a real shower stall, not a powerless dribbling of tepid, unpotable water --and change my clothes, then she handed me a mimeographed map of the hospital. 

    "Since you didn't need the BEQ room last night," she said, "You might want to check in with Ward Two and see if you have an appointment time yet." Once I'd changed I headed that way, stopping only to refill my mug at the A&D coffee pot. One of the nurses offered me five bucks for my mug, but that only seemed to grant the mug some strange kind of extra value and I politely declined. 

    When I entered Ward Two I saw construction people working on the west wall. One of them asked what I was doing in a closed ward and I showed him my note. He seemed puzzled, but he pointed down the hallway and let me pass. Room 204B wasn't on the second floor as I'd expected. It was a room in the wing that was Ward Two, which was currently undergoing a forced renovation due to a recent incursion by a drunk in a large Army truck. Other than a plastic sign that said '204B', there was nothing on the door or nearby walls to indicate the purpose of the room. The door was locked, so I knocked. No answer. A few moments later I knocked again. Again, no answer. One of the construction guys came out of the latrine across the hall and stopped to ask me what I was doing there. Again I showed my note. He scratched his head and said that none of the rooms were in use that he knew of; that the work noise had caused the ward's CO to move all her people down to Ward Seven-A. 

    It seemed likely to me that Seven-A would be about five wards down, but a look at the map straightened me out about that. The numbers on this side of this quadrant of the hospital stopped at five, of course. Seven-A was halfway across the damned hospital complex between Six and Ten. I decided to call for info, instead. 

    Next door in Ward Three a nurse supplied me with a phone and a number and I reached a female clerk in Seven-A who seemed puzzled at first, then apparently remembered who Captain Marian Hartley was. 

    "Oh, wow," she said. "Yeah. Her. She's been here over three months and I don't even know of anyone who's even met her yet. Except maybe the CO, of course, 'cause she'd have had to sign in and all. She didn't move over here with the rest of us after the accident. Don't know why. Something about special equipment, I think. Too much trouble to take it down and set it back up or something like that. The roster says she isn't due back until this evening. Just a minute." 

    A few moments later another woman came on the line and said, "This is Major Corinth. You were supposed to sign in at the BEQ, weren't you?" 

    "Yes, ma'am. I couldn't get here last night, so I thought..." 

    "Don't think. You were told to sign in at the BEQ. Someone will call you to let you know when Captain Hartley will be available. Is there anything else?" 

    "Well, yes, there is, ma'am. Why am I here?" 

    "You're here because an Army Captain wanted you here." I sighed softly. Either she didn't know or didn't want to tell me. 

    "Sergeant," she said, "I don't have time for this. One of my people will call the BEQ in ten minutes. If you aren't there the MP's will pick you up, hold you, and later deliver you to your appointment with Captain Hartley. Do you understand me?" 

    I contained my anger and said, "Yes. Understood and underway now, Major," just before I hung up. 

    She'd sounded like the type to make good on her ten-minute call, so I got going and found the BEQ just where the map said it would be. The clerk read my nametag and raised an eyebrow. 

    "I just had a call about you," he said. 

    "Ten minutes or call the MP's?" I asked. He nodded as he set some forms in front of me. After I'd signed in and showed my ID, he handed me a room key. 

    "How much is the room?" I asked. 

    "It's covered," he said. "Someone placed a deposit on it." I looked up from the forms in surprise and asked, "Who?" He looked at a ledger and said, "Major Corinth." Envisioning Corinth vaguely as a kind of battleaxe woman, I said, 

"Figures." 

    "Huh?" 

    "Nothing," I said, reading my key, #229. "Where's the room?" 

    "Upstairs, to the right, five doors down on your right. Oh, and your meals in the mess hall are included with the room. Just show them your key." Nodding, I headed for the stairs. Room 229 was furnished with a bed, a TV, a table radio, and a writing desk. The walls were an off-white color and the window drapes were some shade of tan darker than my khakis. Back in the States such a room would have been considered rather drab, but after a few months in the jungle it was just short of paradise. 

    I set my stuff down and ventured into the bathroom to admire a real, live flush toilet and a shower stall. I was tempted to take another shower on the spot just because the damned thing was there. 

    Damn, damn, damn, HOT damn! 

    There was clean hot water, a soft bed in an air conditioned building, a PX, an NCO club, a mess hall, and --glory, glory! --tall, white, round-eyed women all over the place! Although the major's attitude had bugged me and I still didn't know why I was there, I just couldn't seem to get too upset about my situation. 
Chapter Four

    I did take another shower --a long, hot one, soaking until I had prune-skin on my fingertips and toes --just because I could. You have to do without something for a while to truly appreciate it. 

    Can you spend fifteen minutes brushing your teeth? Yes, you can, if you're standing in front of a sink with a mirror and running water in an air conditioned bathroom for the first time in months. 

    Feeling phenomenally clean, I put on my khakis and went downstairs to wander the halls and eyeball the fantabulous women wandering the halls. Oh, sure, some of them may only have been defined as fantabulous by someone who hadn't seen one in a while --and I truly realized that, truly I did --but it didn't matter a damn to me. Not a damn. Every woman I saw seemed fantabulous that morning, even the ones who objected to my peering scrutiny. Just before noon I was waiting in line at the PX. Ahead of me in the other checkout lane was a fantabulous blonde in a light green Army work uniform. 

    "Hey. You. Sarge," said the blonde. 

    When I looked up from her legs she said, "Yeah, you. Why the hell are you staring at me like that?" 

    I wanted to tell her she looked edible and ask for a taste of her, but I didn't. 

    The checkout woman hissed and the blonde glared at her until the woman beckoned her up to the counter. She said something to the blonde and the blonde's expression changed to one of puzzlement for a moment, then softened somewhat. 

    "Oh," I heard her say. "Well, I didn't realize that. Still. I mean, jeez..!" 

    "Hey, they're like that when they first come back," said the checkout woman. "Cut them some slack or you'll get a reputation for being a real bitch. Trust me, you don't want that kind of rep in a place like this." Crossing over to the blonde and putting my few items on the counter next to hers, I said, "I'm sorry. It's just that I haven't seen a woman like you in months." 

    The blonde --Harliss, by her nametag --stepped back a pace and said, 

"Yeah. Okay. Sure. Sorry," she said. "It's my first day here or I'd have known better than to bark at you like that." 

    I grinned and looked her up and down once, then said, "Lady, the one thing I know you can't do is bark." 

    The clerk snickered and handed Harliss her change as Harliss reddened slightly. Just outside the PX doors were two nurses talking about someone in Chicago. Both looked absolutely luscious to me. 

    They stopped talking and looked at me. One simply gazed back at me. The other appeared to stand a little straighter and preen a bit without really seeming to do anything to justify that impression. She gave me a small smile and a curt nod and the other nurse jostled her arm and sharply whispered something. The preener rolled her eyes and muttered something just as sharp back at her. 

    I steeled myself a bit and made it as far as the main hallway before encountering a whole gaggle --well, seven, anyway --enlisted women on their way somewhere. They all resembled licking-candy on the hoof to me. I followed along until one of them turned to ask me if I needed directions. Shaking my head I said, "No, I'm fine," and walked through their loose cluster as if I knew or even cared where the hell I might be headed. 

    "Sergeant," said one of them. 

    I turned to face them. 

    A brunette Army Spec.5 asked, "Did you just come in from the field?" 

    'The field.' That's what people called it if they'd never been in or near it. 

    Nodding, I said, "Just this morning," and named my unit. She held up a hand as if to keep me from moving and whispered to the others. Eyebrows went up and there were a couple of exasperated sighs and an

"Oh, hell," then the brunette turned back to me. 

    "Are you really going anywhere at the moment, Sergeant?" 

    "Nope. I was just wandering around because I don't have to be anywhere any time soon." 

    The brunette glanced at her companions, then said, "We're going to the mess hall. Want to come to lunch with us?" 

    The temptation to ask if any of the ladies wanted to be my lunch was strong, very strong, but I only said, "Yes. I'd like that a lot. Thank you." All the usual trivia was covered as we ambled toward the mess hall. Where are you from? Texas and other places. What do you do? I gave them my Army MOS

number to avoid details, but they didn't all take the hint. 

    "What's that?" asked the redhead. 

    "Like the rest of the infantry, we go out looking for Charlie. We just don't do it in large groups." 

    "Oh. Oh! You mean you're a lurp?" 

    "No, not really. Not officially, anyway. I've been working with them for some time, though. I was in a Medevac unit, but I pissed off a major and wound up walking to work every day." 

    Titters. Giggles. Guess the ladies like bad boys who buck the system. The brunette who'd issued the invitation glanced at me in a manner that let me know she didn't completely buy what I'd said and began asking questions pertaining to medical matters such as evac of wounded and pre-treatment techniques. 

    A few right answers later she'd apparently revised her assessment of me to a degree, but she still seemed skeptical. 

    "We get a lot of guys through here who claim to be a lot of things," she said. "They think it impresses women." 

    I shrugged and said, "Doesn't matter. I'll only be here as long as it takes to find out why I was told to come here. I don't know how long that will be, so I won't be making any plans or dates." 

    "You really don't know what you're here for?" 

    "Nope." I showed her my message slip. "Not yet." She read it and handed it around the others. One woman said she'd heard of a Captain Hartley, but didn't know anything about her. That seemed to add an air of mystery to their speculations. 

    A couple of guys joined us for lunch and sat with their ladies. When conversation turned to sports I tuned out and worked on my steak. One of the women said something about missing her cat and I asked her what kind it was. When she said "Siamese, sort of", I told her about my cat, Sonja, and soon five of us had our own cat-story conversation going. 

    Lunch ended all too soon with everyone but me hurrying back to work. I'd been given two office phone numbers with names attached "just in case I'd be here a few days". After putting the bits of paper in my pocket I took my tray to the bins and lingered over a cup of coffee as the mess hall emptied. I guess all that close contact with the women during lunch had taken the edge off things. They no longer seemed 'fantabulous', only 'pretty damned wonderful'. With nothing else to do for the rest of the afternoon I decided to wander over to Ward Seven-A and see what I could find out. Sure, Corinth had been a hard-ass, but I'd checked in at the BEQ as directed and nobody had actually told me not to drop by Seven-A. Besides, what could they do? Shave my head and send me to Vietnam? Too late. Lock me up for some pissy reason where nobody would shoot at me unless I tried to escape? 

Beats the hell out of walking miles through the jungle every night and sleeping on a cot in a pit. 

    Two guys in white, short-sleeved golf shirts and slacks walked past the mess hall entrance and I wondered why anyone here wouldn't be in some kind of uniform, so I hailed them and asked. 

    "We're contractors," said one. "Civilians." Of course. I should have realized that. I thanked them and headed for the hospital PX again, where I bought some tan slacks, a belt, a long-sleeved Arrow shirt, and a pair of black loafers. After changing in my BEQ room, I headed for Ward Seven-A for a bit of recon. 

    The sign over the main doors of Ward Seven said it was a medical holding detachment. Peeking in through the glass, I saw only two women sitting at desks. I guess I expected to see guys in wheelchairs or on crutches missing body parts, but if there were any in there they weren't running loose in the ward. 

    Pushing my way through the doors, I stopped at the water fountain and took another quick look around as I sipped the icy water. All the ward's hallway doors were closed. I walked up to one of the desks and asked where I might find Captain Hartley. 

    The Army Spec.5 looked up at me, then at the sergeant at the next desk, who said, "Wait one," and got up. 

    She walked to a room partition and consulted a whiteboard there, then returned to her desk and said, "Captain Hartley isn't due back until this evening. Would you like to leave her a message?" 

    I pretended to consider that idea for a moment, then said, "No, I guess not. I'll just drop by or call later. Thanks, anyway." Turning to head for the door, I was suddenly overwhelmed by that same sort of sensation of presence that I'd recently experienced twice in the jungle. I stopped and glanced around and saw the two women at their desks, both of whom were returning to whatever they'd been doing before I'd arrived. The Army Spec.5 looked up and asked, "Was there something else?" 

    "Uh, no," I said, trying to get a directional fix on the source of the sensation. "Thanks, anyway." 

    Behind me? Sort of? I turned toward the main doorway and through the glass saw nobody and nothing, then a red haired woman across the hall approached the doors from the left. Yup, that was the direction I'd felt. The sensation became stronger as she neared the doors. She spotted me through the glass and her eyes seemed to narrow slightly. 

    Glancing around, I saw no other exits but the one at the far end of the ward; the fire escape doors. The women at their desks were staring at me oddly, wondering why I was still standing there. 

    'Think, dammit! You're in an Army hospital, not the goddamned jungle, and nobody else is freaking out! Straighten up and fake it or something!' 

    I listened to my own advice and stepped over to the water fountain as the doors opened. As I sipped the icy water I saw that the red haired woman was close to six feet tall and had entered the ward with a commanding stride. She wore major's leaves and her nametag read 'Corinth'. Oh, wonderful. The only woman in the world I could think of whom I hadn't particularly wanted to meet is the source of that damned... feeling. 

    Major Corinth had faint freckles and green eyes, a piercing gaze, and was possibly the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen, but she seemed hard as a rock, and I didn't for a moment think it was an act. That sense of presence was ringing in my head, my heart was racing, and I began to sweat. No one and nothing I'd ever encountered had scared me this way, and it didn't make any sense. 

    At this distance her presence was inundating. Absolutely overwhelming. My mind didn't seem to work right for a few moments as I simply stared at her. Then something seemed to let go in my head and the sensation subsided to a tolerable level of trepidation instead of outright panic. As Corinth walked by, her eyes met mine and seemed to bore deep into my brain before I freaked a bit more and somehow slammed that connection closed. One of her eyebrows went up and she stopped before she passed me. Facing me from a distance of maybe six feet, she quietly studied me for some moments. It was like trading stares with a tiger, but there were no protective cage bars between us. 

    The buck sergeant said, "Uh... Ma'am, he said he was looking for, uh..." 

    "Captain Hartley," Major Corinth softly finished the sergeant's sentence for her without taking her eyes off me. "Of course." 

    "Uh... Yes, ma'am," said the sergeant rather lamely. Major Corinth blinked, which actually surprised me for some reason, then smiled slightly, which made my stomach clench and my heart skip a beat. Back in Texas I'd once seen a Rottweiler smile just about like that a split-second before it had attacked another dog and ripped its throat out. Her smile broadened and she tilted her head thoughtfully in what would have been a cute, attractive manner if I'd been in any kind of mood to appreciate it. 

    "Let me guess. Would you be a certain Sergeant who should be in the BEQ

and who just happens to be out of uniform at the moment?" Funny lady. I tried to gather myself a bit and said, "Yes, ma'am. I was told that I could wear civvies within the hospital." 

    "You were told wrong," Corinth said flatly. "Sergeant, you don't look well. Is something bothering you?" 

    "Uh, yes, ma'am," I managed to say. "I'm not sure what it is, though." 

    "Well, you're just in from the bush," she said, "So it might be any number of things. The food, perhaps. You aren't used to..." she sniffed softly at me and continued, "...steak for lunch. With buttered potatoes and green beans. Or maybe it's just the fact that you're back in a civilized environment? If you want to talk about anything, I can spare you a few minutes. Just come to my office." 

    With that, she abruptly turned and continued walking to the first door on the right in the hallway. 

    As I tried to gather myself back together, the Army woman asked, "Are you just in from the, uh, bush?" 

    "Yeah," I said, then I leaned on the fountain and soaked up some cold water. 

    "How would Major Corinth known that?" asked the sergeant. 

    "He's got the look," said the Spec.5. 

    "Oh, poo," said the sergeant, waving dismissively. "He's got a tan, that's all. Just like everybody else who works outside over here. And he's not in uniform, so how did she know he's a sergeant?" 

    I ignored whatever else they said and stared at Corinth's door, wondering whether to go to her office as suggested or run like hell back to my unit and the relative safety of hunting Commies at night. 

    No. No point in leaving. I'd been summoned through brigade HQ by an officer. If I didn't stick around now, they could simply send the MP's for me, and I didn't want to be handcuffed the next time I met Major Corinth. After another bracing drink of the icy water, I started toward the Major's office. That radiating presence of hers met me halfway and grew steadily stronger as I approached her door, but it didn't seem to be affecting me as it had before. When I reached the door, I took a deep breath and knocked. Corinth's rich contralto voice said, "Come in, Sergeant." She knew it was me and not one of the front-desk women? She'd probably heard my footsteps. I opened the door to find her sitting at her desk. She closed a folder and put a pencil into a holder with other pens and pencils, then met my eyes and gestured for me to come in and sit down. Her presence again threatened to overwhelm me and as I eased into the office I again fought an urge to run like hell. I didn't quite close the door and she noticed. 

    "Close it, please," she said, "Anything we may discuss will be confidential." 

    Mentally shrugging, I closed the door. What the hell; it wasn't locked, right? 

    Waving at the sofa chair by her desk, she said, "Now sit down, Sergeant. Get comfortable and relax if you can. We're only going to talk." 

    'She'd say something like that anyway,' I thought as I sat down. An awkward silence ensued. Well, it was awkward for me, at least. The major just gazed rather fixedly at me for some moments, then she tapped up her coffee cup with a fingernail. 

    "This isn't working," she said. "You aren't relaxing at all. How about some coffee?" 

    I nodded. "Uh, sure. Yes, ma'am. Thanks." Another couple of moments passed, then she sighed softly, raised an eyebrow at me, and held her cup toward me at arm's length. 

    "Sergeant, I'm a major, and even if we're to have coffee together, you can't expect me to go fetch it. Take this out front and ask one of the girls to show you the coffee pot. I like mine without cream or sugar." On my feet instantly, I said, "Yes, ma'am," nearly snatched her cup out of her hand, and then headed for the door. The Spec.5 led me to the coffee cart. I filled two cups and took a moment to add some cold fountain water to my cup on the way back to Corinth's office. 

    "Well, that was quick," she said as I entered. I said nothing and focused on not spilling the coffee as I crossed the room and set her cup on her desk. 

    After a sip she grinned and asked, "Are you feeling better yet?" Looking up from looking for a place to set my coffee down, I met her smiling gaze and thought about what to say to that, then decided to show my cards. 

    "No, ma'am. No offense, please, but I think I've felt safer in firefights." 

    Her smile flattened and her eyes hardened momentarily, then she sipped her coffee again as she looked at me and said, "I see." 

    "I'm sorry, ma'am. It's just the way I feel right now. There's something about you that... well, it isn't your rank and it's definitely not your looks, and I don't know exactly what it is, but... well, you scare the hell out of me." 

    Her small smile returned and she sipped her coffee again as she regarded me in a thoughtful manner for some moments. I used sipping my own coffee as a way to avoid saying anything else. 

    "I see," she said again, then, "Since you're being so candid with me, Sergeant, maybe I should return the favor." 

    When she said no more for a time my trepidation expanded exponentially as I came to believe that I might have said too damned much, after all. Corinth reached into her top desk drawer and withdrew a golf ball, then looked at it thoughtfully for a moment before tossing it to me. I caught it and looked at it questioningly, then looked at her the same way. 

    "That's one of Major Thompson's balls," she said with a grin. "He gave it to me after he made a hole in one with it some months ago." I looked at the golf ball again, but there seemed nothing particularly special about it. The brand name on it meant nothing to me. She reached for it and I handed it back to her, placing it in the palm of her hand. She then closed her fingers around it and seemed to be squeezing it. Just as I was thinking how odd it was that Corinth was squeezing a golf ball tightly enough to make her hand tremble, there was a loud 'pow!' that nearly made me wear my coffee. Corinth relaxed. When her hand opened, the golf ball was split open and deformed on one side. I nearly dropped my cup as I stared at it. 
Chapter Five

    Looking toward the doorway, Corinth said, "Carter's coming. Don't let her see this," and she tossed me the golf ball. 

    I stuffed the golf ball into my lap and held my cup over it as the door opened and a woman asked, "Major? I thought I heard something..?" Corinth smiled and said, "It was nothing, Sergeant. I dropped a book." 

    "Oh. Okay, ma'am." 

    The door closed. Corinth's smiling gaze returned to me. I pulled the golf ball from between my legs and examined it. As a kid, I'd cut one open to see what was inside it, and this one looked just like that one had. Setting the mangled ball on her desk I said, "Well, by God, ma'am, I'm definitely impressed. When I was eleven I had to use a hacksaw to open one." Corinth laughed. It was a truly melodious sound, and I couldn't help grinning with her, even though I was still far less than comfortable in her presence. 

    She'd tossed me the ball instead of simply holding it so that Carter couldn't see it. Reason? Involvement, most likely. I was supposed to feel complicitous or something like that, I guess. I didn't, though. I felt as if Corinth was treating me like a child, and I didn't like it. 

    "Major, I don't know how you squashed that ball, but I figure you tossed it to me to hide it from Carter in order to make me feel as if we shared a small secret and help me feel more at ease. But I don't feel more at ease, ma'am. If anything I feel manipulated, and I'd like to know why you showed me that trick and why you're talking to me at all." 

    She gazed flatly at me for a moment, then grinned and laughingly said, 

"Sergeant, our sharing of secrets began long before you walked into my office. The question isn't whether we share a secret, but whether we'll continue to do so." 

    Standing up and walking slowly around her desk, she came to stand over me and placed a hand on my face, then trailed her fingers down my throat to rest on my carotid artery. Beside my fear of her, she was an officer caressing an enlisted. I froze, but my eyes traveled from her ankles up and met her gaze. Smiling, she said, "You seem to have a fine, strong pulse, Sergeant." 

    "Thank you, Major. If I may say so, everything about you seems fine." Laughing again, she asked, "You don't feel more threatened by me anymore?" 

    "Hell, yes, I do, but should I panic and run? What the hell good would that do? Where would I go that you couldn't find me? It doesn't seem worth the trouble." 

    Shaking her head, she said, "You're right. It wouldn't be." Her eyes never left mine as her fingers lingered on my throat for a moment, then moved back to my face. Her thumb ticklingly traced my lips. Corinth abruptly took her hand away from my face and turned to walk back around her desk, then leaned her rump on the side of the desk and crossed her arms in front of her as she again looked at me with her tiger's gaze. 

    "You sense us, Sergeant. You know when we're near. Perhaps one in one hundred thousand people has that little talent. Maybe a few more, maybe a few less; we aren't really sure. But it's damned rare, that much we do know." I sipped my coffee and waited for her to continue her revelations, which she did once she realized that I wouldn't ask her who 'us' and 'we' might be. 

    "You're here because over much time and through countless experiences we've discovered that people such as yourself can be truly horrible enemies." When I again made no response, she asked, "Do you have any idea what I'm talking about? Who the 'we' I've mentioned might be?" Nodding, I said, "Oh, I think so, ma'am, but I'd hate to sound silly at this point. How about some hints?" 

    She stood straight and said, "Don't let me get the idea you're being at all flip about this, Sergeant." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. I'm serious. I just want to hear someone else say it, that's all. I'm not religious, Major Corinth. Fact is I've never much believed in anything supernatural, particularly that undead crap. Dead is dead." 

    As she gauged my response I sipped my coffee again. Corinth said, "It has nothing to do with religion, Sergeant. Nothing at all. Some jerk once decided that since we were so hard to kill, we must already be dead. Other jerks believed it then and jerks today still do believe that, but I assure you that we are very much alive." She sipped her coffee and said, "We are what we are by virtue of a simple virus infection. Have you ever heard the phrase, 'What doesn't kill us makes us stronger'? It certainly applies to us. The common name for us is

'vampires', Sergeant. Do you believe in vampires?" Taking a breath, I said, "Well, no, I haven't..." 

    "I asked if you do. Now. Not whether you have before." 

    "Major, if you're telling me you're a vampire, I have a problem with that. It's two in the afternoon. The sun's high in the sky. A vampire would be in bed, right?" 

    She shook her head and reached in her middle desk drawer, saying, "That's just another old wives' tale. I sleep in the BOQ on a regular bed. Trying to sleep in a coffin would give me the willies. We don't change into bats, either. What absolute bullshit people can dream up... Where the hell is that thing?" 

    Rooting with minor frustration in another drawer, she said, "Our Catholic chaplain seems to be proselytizing harder than usual lately. Everybody got one of these this week, I think. Tacky plastic junk. I don't know whether the church or the government supplies them, but they could do much better, I think. Ah. Found it." 

    From the drawer she retrieved a light green plastic rosary. Holding it by the crucifix, she dangled and swung the beads in front of the open window in the bright sunlight for a moment, then tossed them to me. I caught them and looked at the crucifix. Complete. Intact. Real. But she was right. It was tacky plastic junk. 

    I looked at her arm. She held it in the streaming sunlight for some moments, then said, "I don't tan easily, you know. Redheads tend to burn." Remembering a movie I'd seen in which a vampire had burst into flames at the mere touch of sunlight almost made me laugh at her ending comment. Almost. She seemed to be watching for such a reaction, though, so I chuckled and smiled. 

    Corinth said, "A lot of what's said about us is just church propaganda that dates back to before the Dark Ages. We live indefinitely because our bodies don't age. The virus somehow prevents the usual cell replication errors. This gives us plenty of time to accumulate things if we want to, and some of us have become wealthy rulers of nations in the past. The Byzantine Church..." she paused and asked, "Do you happen to know anything at all about history, Sergeant?" 

    "Some. You're talking about the Christianity-based church that came to power during and after the collapse of the Roman Empire and ruled the remnants of that empire from Constantinople after around 450AD." Her eyebrows went up in total surprise and she flipped open the folder on her desk, then leafed through it. I saw my name at the top of one of the pages; Major Corinth was looking through my Army 201 file. Looking up, she closed the folder and said, "Well. That was very good, Sergeant. Impressive, really. You must have read a little on your own now and then." 

    I nodded. "Yes, ma'am. A little. Now and then." After a pause she continued, "Anyway, the church of that time wanted some of our peoples' lands and wealth, so they labeled them demons and initiated pogroms against them. The labels and church propaganda stuck and became legends." 

    "Do you really bite necks and drink blood?" She sighed. "Some legends are partly true, but the blood doesn't have to be from humans. Any mammalian blood will do, although many of us prefer human blood. Luckily, it isn't hard to come by legally for so small a group as ours." 

    Clearing my throat, I asked, "Why is the blood necessary at all, ma'am? 

I've seen you drink coffee. Why can't you get by on regular food?" Smiling, she said, "Oh, we can and some do, as much as possible. But uninfected blood contains some things infected blood doesn't, and sooner or later we all have to... tipple a bit... or face a number of debilitating illnesses and a craving that can drive us absolutely crazy after a while. Sooner or later we will be driven to find a source of blood." I thought about that for a moment. "That would seem to mean that the virus needs --or maybe feeds on --something in uninfected blood." She sipped her coffee and said, "You aren't the first to suggest that, but we've never been able to figure out what's missing in our blood. I can't tell you how many samples I've examined until my eyes felt like sandpapered..." An explosion outside interrupted her and she turned to look out the window. I quickly set my coffee on the desk and joined her there. People were running everywhere, smoke was rising from a nearby building, and several bodies lay on the grass and pavement around it. 

    When something smashed through one of the upper window panels and showered us with bits of glass, I instinctively turned both of us away and pulled her away from the window. She shook off my hands and stepped away from me. 

    "Frags," I said, "They're late getting here, but they're coming back down from way the hell up, so they're moving fast and they're still dangerous." Corinth tripped on something and gritted her teeth as she hissed in pain. Embedded in the wooden floor was a two-inch spike of torn metal. When she leaned to pinch the metal and yank it out of the floor I noticed that the side of her left pump was slashed open an inch or so. 

    "Come over here and sit down, Major. Let me look at that." Without a word she moved to lean on her desk again and lifted her left leg slightly so I could slip her shoe off. I was nose-to-knees with her and noting that she had truly wonderful legs as I freed her shoe and let my eyes fall to her foot. 

    There was very little blood from her deep, inch-long wound; not the shoe-full or the torrent I'd expected. Glancing up briefly, I saw that she didn't seem to be suffering much. The gash seemed to at least minimally seal shut as I examined it. 

    I rose to my feet and said, "Be damned. Back in a minute," then headed for the latrine for a damp paper towel. 

    "Where are you going?" she asked. 

    "Just stand by one, Major." 

    I went out the door and across the hall to the latrine. When I returned with both dampened and dry towels, I cleaned her foot and stocking as I again examined her injury. A pink line was all that remained of the open gash. Standing up, I tossed the remaining towels in the can by the desk and looked at her. 

    "Okay," I said. "You're all fixed, but I can't do much about your shoe. That trick was almost as good as the one with the golf ball, ma'am." She smiled, then held up the metal fragment and studied it for a moment before she set it on her desk and sat down. Picking up her phone, she dialed and waited for someone to answer, then spoke. 

    "Carter, I need you or Krantz to run an errand for me." When Sgt. Carter came into the office, Major Corinth handed her the bit of shrapnel and her left shoe and grinningly said, "If I'd been wearing it at the time... I need you to go to the PX and get me another pair of pumps, please. And let someone know about my broken window. Krantz can handle that. Just a minute while I get some money out of my purse." 

    Carter left with the shrapnel, the money, and the shoe. Major Corinth gestured me to the sofa chair as she sat down behind her desk and when I was seated she asked, "Any other questions?" 

    I couldn't think of any that weren't more of the 'which legends are real?' 

variety, and I couldn't remember enough about vampire movies and legends to ask many more of them, anyway. I'd never paid much attention to vampire stuff. 

    "I could probably think of some eventually, but I think that would be a waste of time, Major. If I were to say no for now, what would happen next?" Corinth looked rather piercingly at me for a moment and said, "Then you decide whether you're going to be a vampire before you leave this office, Sergeant. Not everyone can become a vampire, by the way. The fact that you can sense us indicates that the virus would work in your body." 

    "I thought vampires could make anybody a vampire." Shaking her head, she said, "More terror propaganda. The virus doesn't do anything for those who can't sense us at all. They have what they think is a cold or flu for a week or so and that's all. Two weeks or so later there isn't a trace of the virus in their bodies. That's something else we haven't quite figured out, by the way; why some people are compatible with the virus and others aren't." 

    "Seems simple enough to me," I said. 

    Major Corinth's gaze narrowed slightly. "Oh, does it really? Care to elaborate?" 

    "Sure. Evolution of some sort. Those with the virus can feed on those without the virus, right? Even those who can't become vampires? Wouldn't that mean that the virus has evolved to impose a tradeoff of benefits that insures its own well-being once it finds a host body?" 

    After a moment Corinth said, "Go on." 

    "Okay, say that the virus won't die unless it starves or is destroyed somehow. Say it changes the host so that the host shares those qualities as long as the virus is well-fed, but suddenly the host can no longer manufacture whatever it is that the virus eats. Why would the virus evolve to cause that to happen?" 

    She simply stared at me and waved a hand in a 'get on with it' gesture. 

    "That may mean that vampires are just food-processors," I said. 

"Unflattering as that may seem. Something about passing through them makes any kind of blood useable for the virus. Or maybe the vampire's system filters what the virus needs from the blood and puts it where the virus can get it. Eliminating the vampire's ability to simply create whatever it is that the virus needs would guarantee that the vampire would go hunting periodically. It would also pretty much guarantee eventual infections of other compatible hosts." 

    I stopped talking and sipped my coffee as Corinth silently stared at me. She'd just begun to say something when I faintly felt another presence like hers and froze in mid-sip. The sensation grew stronger quickly. Corinth fell silent and watched me as my hands began to tremble and I put the cup on her desk. 
Chapter Six

    "Someone like you is coming," I said, getting to my feet. She nodded. "That's Hartley. She must have wrapped up the meeting early and hitched a ride back." Grinning at me, she said, "You've met her before, sort of. Twice. I think you'll like her when you get to know her better." There was a quick tapping on the office door and the new presence was making my head ring. I turned to face the door. 

    "Come on in," said Corinth. 

    The door opened and in walked an attractive brunette in an Army uniform. She was about five-ten, had a Betty Page hairstyle that stopped at her collar, and carried a somewhat battered black briefcase that she set down by the coatrack. 

    "Hi, all," she said cheerfully. "We came to an understanding of sorts earlier than I expected and we'll be receiving most --if not all --of the stuff we asked for." 

    "The two new ambulances, too?" asked Corinth. 

    "Them, too," said Hartley as she approached me. "I told them we were tired of trying to run this place on a shoestring and that our servicemen should have the best possible chance to survive. It was the same speech I made three months ago, really, but that new guy, Colonel Berman, backed me one hundred percent and his aide started tossing hard numbers at them." Stopping two feet from me, she extended a hand and said, "Hi, I'm the one who ever so graciously invited you here even though you treated me so shabbily out in the jungle." 

    Taking her hand, I managed, "Uh, well, thanks, I think," then, "How'd you know the nightly numbers?" 

    "Oh, just a little talent we all share. It was one of the most prominent things you were thinking when you sensed me, so it came across. I really did just want to talk, you know. Anything else would have been impossible at the time. Both times." 

    "Oh," I said dumbly, staring at her. "Well, you sort of caught me at a bad time both times, ma'am." 

    Corinth laughed and stood up to come around the desk as she said, "I told her that would happen, but she was too enthusiastic to hear me. You'll be her first." 

    Facing her, I asked, "First?" 

    Nodding, Corinth said, "Hartley became one of us twelve years ago in Denver. She'd never met a sensitive who wasn't already one of us until you showed up a few months ago on a supply run." 

    "I was just thrilled to be so lucky!" said Hartley. "Anna says she didn't find her first for almost eighty years! You people are so rare!" I looked at her blankly, then glanced at Corinth, who said, "Yes. I'm Anna." 

    My eyes traveled the length of her yet again and I backed up a pace without realizing it until I'd done it. Goddess legs and body and face and that red hair and those gorgeous green eyes... Jesus! Eighty years? She looked about thirty. Maybe. How the hell old was she, anyway? Can any of this be real?! 

    I glanced at the door. A full length mirror on the back of it reflected all of us. Hartley reached a little above the group and gave me a little wave and a smile. 

    When I turned to face the women and backed up another pace, Hartley was startled. Shocked? Possible. She'd found us in the same room with coffee cups and probably thought the whole matter had been settled. 

    "Ladies," I said as I backed away, "I need to know a helluva lot more about what's involved and I'd like to point out that I'm not at all convinced about any of this yet." Pointing at Corinth I said, "There's no way in hell a woman who looks like you is over eighty, ma'am. I've only got some bad vibes and your story about a virus to go on. Sorry, but that isn't quite enough to make me let anyone put a hole in my throat. For all I know you two have seen too many movies and are just sharing the same delusion about being vampires." Hartley actually looked as if she were ready to cry as she turned to Corinth with a pleading look. Corinth shook her hand off and pointed at me as she spoke. 

    "Sergeant, you don't have a choice. You can sense us. That means you can find us or be used by others to find us. You'll become one of us or you'll leave this office on a gurney from the morgue." 

    "No!" said Hartley. She turned to me and pointed to her left wrist as she said, "Ed, all it takes is a little cut and... and a kiss. That's all!" I stared at her wrist, but didn't see anything there. That's when Corinth moved so quickly I couldn't believe what I'd seen... or rather, what I hadn't seen. She dashed past me and behind me and pinned my arms with a strength I couldn't believe, too. My feet were off the floor and she was carrying me effortlessly toward her desk as I struggled. 

    Putting me down by her desk, she spun me around and grabbed my wrist, then extended my arm. No sooner than it was out as far as it would go she stabbed my wrist with an xacto knife from her pencil cup. As the pain registered, Corinth put her thumb over the wound, her hand over my mouth to silence me, and held my wrist out to Hartley. 

    "Here he is, Marian," she said. "Do it or I will." I kicked. I punched. Both were good, solid hits and both were thoroughly ineffective. Corinth simply smiled at me and asked if I knew the penalty for hitting an officer. Hartley stepped forward with tears in her eyes. 

    "Ed," she said, "I'm sorry, but I have to do this." When I kicked at her she simply grabbed my foot and held it to one side as she leaned to lick my wrist clean, then placed her mouth over my wound. Corinth removed her thumb and Hartley gently sucked. 

    Under other circumstances having a woman put her lips on me anywhere would probably have been a fine thing, indeed, but... 

    Corinth used her free hand to turn my head to face her, then she leaned to kiss me softly. When she broke the kiss she smiled at me and glanced down at Hartley's efforts, then met my gaze again for a long moment. Her green eyes bored into mine for all of that moment, then she spoke in a throaty whisper. 

    "See? She told you, didn't she? A little nick and a kiss. That's all. Between us we may take a whole pint. You can spare us that much, can't you?" The dual impact of her voice and her eyes made me want to offer more and the effect seemed to go on for quite a while, but I finally shook it off and shut down that tunnel she'd made into my mind. Glancing at Hartley, I realized that she'd released my foot while I'd been lost in Corinth's eyes. Hartley placed her thumb over the tiny slit in my wrist and stood straight, licking her lips with a small smile and glistening eyes. Corinth's thumb moved up to nudge Hartley's thumb aside, then Corinth placed her lips where Hartley's had been and took her thumb away to let the blood flow. As Corinth fed gently on my blood, Hartley smiled at me again, then leaned to kiss me as Corinth had. The coppery taste of my own blood was still on her lips, but that didn't bother me greatly. How many times have all of us cut a finger and instinctively put it to our own lips to quell the bleeding? 

    "Well," I said, "If you really aren't going to drain me dry, you could at least get me a Band-Aid. Or will I need stitches?" Corinth's chuckle was muffled by my wrist, but Hartley's wasn't. She grinningly bit her lip as if she had a small secret, then gave me a big smile. 

    "You won't need one," she said. 

    I raised an eyebrow at her. 

    "Really!" she said. "It works that fast! Anna, tell him!" Lifting her face and putting her thumb over my cut, Corinth said, "You tell him. It's already just a trickle," then she put her lips back on my wrist. Maybe two minutes later she licked my wrist a couple of times and stood straight, watching the area as if hoping a little more might leak out. Staring at the spot where I knew I'd seen a cut, I tried again to free myself from Corinth's grip. This time she let me go, releasing me so readily that I nearly lost my balance. No point in running at all now. Whether they were real vampires or just deluded fans, they'd had me in that regard. Damn, but Corinth had moved fast! And her strength..! Did she lift weights? She didn't look particularly muscular, yet nothing I'd done --moves guaranteed to take out even the biggest opponents --had any real effect on her. 

    I moved on shaky legs to the sofa chair and sat down, then looked at my wrist again. Not a trace of injury where there'd been a small, gaping hole. At Corinth's low, sultry chuckle I looked up at her, half afraid that she had some other gory experience in mind for me. 

    Both women had something of that glassy, 'just been satisfied' look in their eyes. Corinth sat down languidly behind her desk and Hartley teeteringly perched on the edge of the sofa chair, then reached for the mashed golf ball on the desk and pinched the remains of it nearly flat. 

    "This was Thompson's hole-in-one ball, wasn't it?" she asked. 

    "It was. I suppose it still is, really. Never did know why he gave it to me." 

    Hartley nodded as she gazed at the ball, then put it back on the desk and said, "He had the hots for you, Anna. Big time. You flattened him like his ball." 

    "He was an egocentric putz who thought he was every woman's dream. I put up with him because it was the only way to get some things signed. When he left for the States it was as if a cloud had lifted from Supply & Services." I was staring at my wrist again and actually feeling rather neglected and ignored when Hartley chirped, "God, it would feel so grrrreat to get laid right now!" 

    When I turned to stare at her in startlement, she grinned down at me and blew me a kiss. Corinth laughed at my expression and told me that our dear Captain Hartley was always like that after a dose of fresh blood, to which Hartley haughtily answered, "Well, so are you, Major Corinth, ma'am. So are you." 

    Hartley had pulled her skirt up slightly and the motion caught my eyes. She giggled and pulled it up some more as I watched. To my surprise I found myself reacting enthusiastically below the waist. Hartley giggled. Looking up into her somewhat predatory eyes, I had trouble with the concept of a vampire giggling. 

    Corinth asked, "Do you think he'll give us another hard time about this?" With a laugh, Hartley said, "Oh, God, I hope so! I really do hope so!" She displayed the kind of blinding speed Corinth had used in capturing me as she unassed the chair arm and seemed to materialize by the office door. She locked it just as someone knocked and stifled another fit of giggles. 

    "Ma'am?" said Carter in a questioning tone from the other side of the door, "I've brought your new shoes, ma'am." 

    Hartley silently cracked up, bit her lip and took a deep breath to compose herself, and unlocked the door. Carter came into the office with a 'what the hell's going on?' expression on her face as she glanced askance at Hartley and nodded to her, then continued to Corinth's desk to set a shoebox down. She glanced back nervously at Hartley, then at Corinth, and then at me. 

    "Your new shoes, ma'am. The change is in the box with the receipt." 

    "Thank you, Carter," said Corinth, lifting the shoes out of the box and handing the box to Carter. "Keep the change and have a beer or two on me later." 

    "Uh... Well, okay," said Carter distractedly as she looked around at all of us again. Her studious eyes came to rest on me as she said, "Thanks, ma'am." 

    "Carter," said Corinth. When Carter looked at her, Corinth said, "It's late enough that you and Krantz can take off. Go ahead. I'll lock up." 

    "Well, if you're sure, ma'am..." 

    In mock shock, Corinth said, "I'm a Major, Carter! I have to be sure, even when I'm not. In this case I am, though. Go ahead. And, Carter..." 

    "Yes, ma'am?" 

    "I've learned that this man is a very good friend of Captain Hartley's. Can you keep a secret, Carter? I mean really keep a secret?" 

    "Uh... well, yes, ma'am. I think so." 

    Standing up and looming over the much shorter woman, Corinth said, "We're going to ignore some regulations tonight, Carter. We might even break a few little ones, but if anyone asks, you saw us with a guy in civilian clothes, right?" 

    Realization dawned on Carter's face and she smiled conspiratorially as she said, "Yes, ma'am!" then she glanced at me and firmly repeated, "Oh, yes, ma'am. A civilian. In civilian clothes. I mean..." 

    "I know what you mean. Thank you, Carter. It's just not good to keep good friends apart, is it?" 

    "Oh, no, ma'am. Not good at all." 

    Corinth tossed her a little salute and grinned as she said, "Well, then get out of here so I can get them together, okay? Have yourself a good evening, Carter." 

    Returning the salute with one much crisper, Carter returned the grin as well and again said, "Yes, ma'am!" before about-facing and hurrying to the door. 

    We heard them giggling on the other side of the wall as Carter told Krantz what was going on --or what she thought was about to go on, more likely. 

    "So much for military secrets," said a grinning Hartley. 

    "Note that I said he was your good friend, not mine," said Corinth. "You found him, you brought him here, you converted him, and now you can take the rap for playing with him." 

    "Um, excuse me, ladies," I said. 

    Both women looked at me questioningly. 

    I cleared my throat and said, "Well, it's just that... a few minutes ago, it sounded as if both of you were going to..." 

    Hartley laughed and came to sit on the chair arm again, then ran an index finger down my face as she grinned at me. 

    "We are," said Corinth rather bluntly. "I just don't want anyone thinking that I nailed an enlisted man. Marian can get away with it, but I'm the boss here. I can't." Taking her purse from a drawer, she said, "Now we'll all head for Marian's room. I know for a fact that she has some spiced rum stashed away." 
Chapter Seven

    Things had gone generally to hell by the time the gunships Max had called arrived to try to pin the VC and give us time to get the hell out of the area. Too late for Harris and Priestly. No damned doubt about that. I saw them get it when eight Chucks flanked us and opened fire on them. If I hadn't been just up the hill, as usual, I'd have been diced up with them, visible or not. Max was missing. 

    I was out of grenades and nearly out of ammo when I 'ghosted' and began easing away from my position toward the trail below. One of the Chucks stared straight at me from ten feet and had no idea that I was there as I passed him. As I reached Priestly and Harris, I couldn't feel their life forces and their auras were minimal, like those of plants. Just to be sure, I looked to see if either of them was still breathing. Or bleeding, which would mean a still-beating heart. Nope. 

    Priestly's bayonet was on his rifle, indicating that he'd been out of ammo or damned near it. They'd had two grenades left. I quietly knelt to check their magazines for ammo. One full magazine and two with a few rounds each. Great. Well, better than nothing and more than I'd expected, anyway. Pulling the pin on one of the grenades, I propped a rifle on top of it to hold the handle down and picked up the other grenade, then stepped quietly away almost too late. One of the Chucks was on his way over to see what was worth plundering. I stepped behind the nearest big tree and watched as he kick-checked both bodies and began going through their pockets. There was a clatter and a 'ching!' and the Chuck yelled and ran right toward my tree. He never saw me or my bayonet that plunged into his chest and upward. I yanked it out of him and stepped back behind my tree just in time. A grenade is deafening at fifty feet. At ten or so they can be well beyond deafening unless you have your hands tight over your ears as I did, and I still couldn't hear much as I picked up my rifle and moved away from the tree. Helicopters. I didn't hear them coming in, but I felt them arrive. Their vibrations made the jungle foliage vibrate, and I looked up in time to see one of them aiming in my general direction. 

    I ducked behind a tree as the miniguns opened up and spewed hundreds of rounds into my area and my tree. The impact of each round was like a hammer blow on the other side of the tree and I made myself as small as possible and waited for them to stop. 

    For all the firepower that rained into the area, they missed a few. Three VC cautiously got to their feet not far away, apparently amazed that they were still alive. What the hell, so was I. Pulling the pin on my only grenade and easing the handle off it rather than letting it fly, I let the grenade cook for three Mississippis and tossed it at them, then got back behind my tree and covered my ears again. 

    After the grenade exploded I peeked around the tree. All down. Slipping from tree to tree I heard the gunships light up a nearby chunk of jungle as I looked for Max... and found him, curled up behind a log, still alive, but hurting. His aura was a yard wide and an ugly reddish-orange. 

    "Max," I whispered. 

    He whipped around with a groan and aimed his rifle at my voice, then realized that he had no target. Two more VC were on their feet and moving around some sixty feet or so distant. I reached down for a pebble and tossed it that direction so that Max would look that way and see them. 

    "Aw, shit," he muttered, changing position to cover them. Blood spilled across his lap when he took his hand away. A gut wound. Aw, Max, goddamn it all. Still, if we can get him out of here soon enough... But Max didn't cooperate. He lined up the VC in his sights and fired two three-round bursts at them. Both went down, but one was still moving and used his pal for cover as he aimed back at Max. 

    I put two quick rounds into the Chuck and Max's head snapped around to see who was firing behind him, then he stiffened in agony. Stepping behind a tree, I turned off 'ghost' mode and spoke softly. 

    "Sorry 'bout that, Max. I know you wanted both of them." 

    "Sarge..? You're still..." 

    "Yeah, I'm still. If you want some company you'll have to promise not to shoot at me. You're too damn good with that thing." He tried to chuckle. I stepped around the tree and walked toward him, then knelt beside him and pulled his hand away from his middle. Pretty bad. Feeling at his back, I found an exit wound the size of a golf ball. Still... 

    "It's real bad, isn't it, Sarge? Don't bullshit me, okay?" 

    "Could be worse," I said. "Good thing you're so damn big. More to hit, but longer to die. Gimme a minute and maybe you won't." 

    "Take your time," he grunted, "I'm not going anywhere." 

    "Where's the radio?" 

    "I covered it over there," he said, pointing at the end of the log. I filled the hole in his back with the bandage from an aid pack, tucking the long straps in with it, then opened his shirt and had a look at the hole in his front. 

    "Check it out, Max. A little bitty hole. You'll get a Heart and go home for this." 

    He didn't answer. I looked up and saw him trying to contain himself, his eyes shut tightly and his teeth grinding. 

    Strapping my own bandage around him, I covered both holes with the outer wrappers from a couple of his chocolate bars, then tied them in place. 

    "I hate wasting good... chocolate," he said, eyeing the bars I'd tossed aside. 

    I picked them up and handed them to him. Retrieving the radio, I turned it on and tapped the handle. It sounded okay, so I called upstairs and told them not to fire on the south side of the trail and to send a medevac quick. 

    "Pop smoke," said somebody upstairs. 

    "No smoke. Don't have any." 

    He muttered, "Well, shit," then said, "Got anything to burn down there?" 

    "Just tell them southside of the trail... wait! You're right overhead. Right now!" 

    "There are three of us up here, man. Did you see a number?" 

    "I think there's a two-five on the one I just saw." 

    "Cool. That's me, all right. Okay, sit tight." They dropped a sling for Max and I hooked him up, then he was lifted out of there. His silver crucifix lay on the ground where he'd been hunkered. I picked it up. The chain was broken. I put it in my pocket to have it for him later and waited for the other bird's sling. 

    "Movement!" said someone on the radio. "Two-five, they're right below us and heading your way! Get your ass out of there." Someone else said, "I've got one to pick up." 

    "He'll have to wait, two-five. We're taking fire." 

    "Well, shoot back, goddamn it! I'm busy here." Below me and to the left of the trail I saw half a dozen VC running my way. The sling banged a tree limb fifty feet above me and the VC heard it, then they saw me. I fired at them and stepped behind a tree, then 'ghosted'. When their shooting stopped, I got low and crawled to Max's old position. Three magazines. Two empty. Maybe six rounds in the third one. Plus my eight. I think eight. No grenades. When I fire they'll see my flash, if nothing else. I crawled out of there to the big tree to my right, then stood up behind it. 

    Four of the guys started firing at the helicopter as two of them kept their rifles pointed my direction. The radio squawked again and the pilot yelled about incoming fire, then went silent. The bird didn't fall on me, so I figured they got his radio. 

    The sling began rising and disappeared out of the trees as the chopper moved away. I stayed silent and still as the Chucks slowly advanced toward me. They checked out Max's position and saw all the blood. Making various comments, they continued toward my former tree. 

    When all of them were beyond my position, I sprayed them. Missed one, wounded three, probably killed two of them. The two still on their feet spun and fired blindly, but I was again behind the tree. Slipping the empty magazine out, I set it down quietly and held the release as I pushed in Max's magazine. 

    I still had to charge the rifle by pulling the slide and letting it slam a round in the chamber. No time like the present. The slide rackingly seated the round and what sounded like three AK's opened up on my tree briefly. The VC were gabbling at each other. 

    'Probably saying unkind things about me,' I thought with a grin. Leaning around the tree, I saw that all of them had dropped flat, dead or alive. I aimed at the forehead of one of the live ones and fired, then ducked. Rounds hit my tree for some seconds and I heard magazines being changed. I'd seen my round hit the guy. One more down. All they'd seen was my muzzle flash. The gabbling became nearly hysterical for a moment, then I heard someone slap someone else and quiet was restored, if not order. Leaning out again, I popped the other guy smack between the eyes and ducked back behind my tree. What sounded like a whole magazine was fired into my tree and surroundings, then I heard a grunt. 

    When I looked around the tree, a wounded one was hobbling away in a hurry, holding his side. I followed and dropped him with my rifle butt, then dragged him a little closer to Max's old position. 

    A look around told me that there were no other live VC. Not one of the surrounding bodies had a discernable aura above that of a fern. Good enough. The thoroughly unconscious VC never noticed when my knife nicked his jugular. I let him fill my canteen cup, then moved to sit on Max's log and relax for a bit. 

    Couldn't fly out without having to explain things. Shit. Left my book on my bunk, too. Nothing to read and nothing to do but wait until the Graves Registration guys arrived to pick up the dead. 

    After rinsing my cup with water from my canteen, I resupplied with one of the enemy weapons, then took a belt and two full ammo pouches off one of the VC. I then put an AK round into the nick on the VC's throat and walked over to the radio to try calling upstairs. No answer. Oh, well. I turned it off to save the batteries and went over to sit behind the big log. When I heard helicopters inbound, I called upstairs again. 

    "Hey, slicks. Can you guys hear me up there?" 

    "Yeah, we hear you. Who are you?" 

    "I'm Dragonfly four today. You got anybody up there called 'two-five'?" 

    "Couldn't say. Wouldn't tell you if we could. Why do you want to know?" 

    "Just wondered. He was sending me down a sling and had to leave in a hurry." 

    "Let's do the ID again, guy. Nobody's supposed to be alive down there." 

    "Somebody was wrong, then. That happens a lot in the Army." I gave him enough ID to go on and he asked for a visual check. Standing in a small clearing, I took my shirt off so he'd see my pale skin and be reassured. He dropped a sling and I climbed into the loop with my 16 across my back and the AK in my right hand. 
Chapter Eight

    After a noisy reunion with my unit, Captain Drake expressed his sorrow about Harris and Priestly and made the mistake of asking if there was anything he could do for me. I said I wanted to go to 3rd Surgical for the weekend, starting Thursday. 

    He hemmed and hawed, then conceded Friday and the weekend, as expected. I accepted that with thanks and headed for my bunk. On the way one of those godzilla rats came running out of the mess tent at full gallop. The rat changed course slightly to avoid me, but his speed was like slow motion to me. I stepped up and punted that rat like a furry football and it sailed squealing over the commo bunker and into the concertina wire beyond. 

    "Damn fine kick," said Cookie, who'd been chasing the rat with a broom handle. "I'swear that filthy little sucker was doin' sixty, man." 

    "Just lucky," I said, continuing on my way. "Guessed which way he'd duck and happened to be right." 

    The ease with which uninfecteds were amazed never ceased to amaze me. Their total inability to spot me in what I'd come to regard as 'ghost mode' 

was a source of much entertainment, too. 

    Halston --a huge black guy with an attitude problem a mile wide --sat down wearily on some sandbags to read his mail. His aura was a crappy yellow-green in the area near the small of his back. I walked up to him and sat down next to him. 

    "Whatchoo want, Sarge? I'm off duty." 

    "No sweat, Halston. Is your back really hurting about now?" In mild startlement he blurted, "Huh? How did you know..?" 

    "Just did. You're favoring that side some, I think. When did it start?" 

    "Uh... About a week ago. Maybe a little before that." 

    "Any marks or bruises? Did something hit you there?" 

    "No. Nothin'. I don't know what the hell's making it hurt so bad." 

    "Get it looked at. This is Vietnam, man. It's probably an internal infection." 

    He gave me a wry grin and stuffed his letter in his pocket as he said, 

"Yeah. Sure. Like for me ol' Tolliver's gonna sign off on a trip to..." I raised an interrupting hand and said, "I'll fix it. Be on sick call in the morning." 

    "You really gonna get Tolliver to go along with it?" 

    "Halston, if I tell Drake that you're hurting and won't go on sick call, he'll have your ass on the next bird out. Fuck Tolliver. He won't be here long, anyway. I found out he's been skimming the unit fund. Already turned him in." 

    With a childish giggle Halston swatted my shoulder and said, "All right! 

Did he really do that, or did you just set it up?" As I got up to leave, I said, "He really did it, but I'd say that anyway, wouldn't I? Be there in the morning, Halston. Let's get the problem before it gets you." 

    Nodding, he said, "Yeah, Sarge. You got it. I'll be there." Tolliver. I'd stood right behind him in ghost mode, reading over his shoulder as he'd cooked the books and pocketed a chunk of the unit fund and some of the 'charitable donations' collected on paydays. Donations, indeed. Give them anything more than a nickel and your name was checked off. Give nothing and guess who got stuck with the odd little nasties like latrine digging? But --extorted money or not --he'd been stealing it. Tolliver was a short-timer with two months to go and Drake only had a month and a half to go and didn't really want the problem during his tour of duty, but I requested audits of both funds and suggested --politely, of course --that the other guys might find out about it. Soon. Especially if it seemed that nothing would be done before Tolliver DROS'd back to the States. Dumping my gear and stretching out on my bunk, I remembered my visit with Corinth and Hartley. Well, really, I was remembering the pre-dinner orgy that occurred not long after we reached Hartley's room. 

    Even then I'd had some worries that the worst wasn't over; anticipating several possible psychopathic scenarios, I'd been as alert as I'd ever been in the jungle. But all they did was use me without mercy to satisfy their urges for things other than blood, then we all hopped in the shower and went to a late dinner. 

    Corinth's attitude changed a bit once I'd been infected; she smiled more and didn't use the 'Major' tones so much in conversation. She also let me know that --when we were on duty --there'd be no change in military protocol regarding ranks, and that I'd better never abuse our new relationship. 

    "There's been some organization over the last few centuries," she said. 

"Your name is now on the books as one of us, so if you ever want or need something from one of the others, we'll help or try to help you." She paused and sipped her rum, then said, "But if you ever start blathering about being a vampire or showing off too much, we'll damned well make you disappear." I learned that killing a vampire was damned difficult by all but a few conventional means; the virus tended to cling to life with phenomenal tenacity. Bullets wouldn't do it. Fire would, of course, if the burns were too much for the virus to repair quickly. Removing the heart or brain would, and of course, so would beheading, but I discovered that even vampires have legends. 

    There was supposedly a French vampire who'd been captured in an 18th century political war and beheaded along with fifty or so others. His head and body had been given to his wife and brother for disposal and his wife had replaced his head when they'd put him in his coffin. After a day of lying in state he'd wakened in a state of confusion, then asked his wife for some wine. True? Corinth seemed skeptical and Hartley said she'd like to think it was, but Corinth said nobody seemed to know for sure what happened to the guy after his supposed resurrection. He'd never been seen or heard from since. Other issues were discussed, as well. Corinth said that this was her third time in the US military and that she was having some difficulties because of her youthful appearance, just as she had the other times she'd served. 

    "I let them finance my reeducation into medicine," she said, "I owed them four years of service when I graduated and the four years have become twelve. I like the military, but it really isn't the best possible solution." Sipping her rum again, she said, "When twenty comes, I'll have to leave. Maybe before then. I've seen some of my classmates recently." Touching the side of her face as she looked at me, she chuckled wryly, 

"I'm holding up somewhat better than they are. People are beginning to notice." 

    Shrugging, Hartley said, "So learn German or French and switch militaries." 

    "Won't work," I said, pouring more rum for all. "Her fingerprints are on file. Militaries will take a guy if he's barely breathing during wartime, but women still have to be paragons and they check them out with the cops." 

    "Oh. What, then?" 

    "Some kind of private business," said Corinth. "That's all I can think of. This isn't a new problem. I just can't think of anything else I'd rather be doing." 

    "Hm. A conundrum," I said. "The only people who need your expertise are the uninfecteds, but the only people allowed to know about us are the vamps, who don't have much need of medical treatment at all. That's a toughie, all right." 

    Hartley grinned and chirpingly said, "Well, gee, Major Corinth, ma'am! You could find some nice --and very understanding --man and settle down." 

    "Right," said Corinth in a tone of sarcasm. She looked at me as she sipped her third rum and said, "By the way, you won't be having any children. Did we mention that?" Then, answering her own question, she said, "Um. No, I guess we didn't. Sorry." 

    After a short pause and in a further sarcastic tone, she said, "That's just another damned benefit of being one of the infecteds." Hartley looked chagrined that she'd initiated that line of thinking. Corinth stood up and stretched, then rather heavily settled back into her chair. 

    "Why no children?" I asked softly. 

    With a shrug, Hartley answered, "We don't know. Infecteds still have eggs and sperm, but they don't work. Our eggs die when they're fertilized. Infected sperm kills the egg it fertilizes." 

    "Probably just more of what you were saying in my office," Corinth said to me, "About forcing us to go hunting, I mean." She sighed and added, "One of my best friends runs an orphanage. She calls them all her children, but I've seen her cry herself to sleep." 

    "But it doesn't make any sense," I said. "Seems to me that cranking out more little vampires should be one of the things at the top of the virus's list." 

    Clearing her throat, Corinth stared into her glass as she said in a disgusted tone, "Well, it isn't." 

    There was silence until something occurred to me and I asked, "Unless, maybe, it's something similar to why tigers only have a couple of cubs at a time? Housecats have litters of six. Maybe it has to do with vampires being close to the top of the food chain, if not at the top of it. Too many vampires would eventually mean that too many would starve or be killed in battles over food, and the end of a host is the end of the virus in that host. Could be that way back in prehistory the virus already tried that scenario and found that out, so it evolved to replicate through finding sensitives rather than by allowing vampires to have children." 

    Raising her gaze ominously, Corinth said in a quiet tone, "Change the subject. Now, please. In fact, make that an order." 

    "Could I ask one question, Major?" 

    After a moment she said, "If it doesn't have to do with having children." 

    "What happens to the virus if it isn't fed or can't be fed? And to the host?" 

    She raised an eyebrow at me and said, "I don't know. I don't think anyone knows. There's nothing on record..." 

    "You haven't dropped some of the virus in a petrie dish to find out?" With a wry look she said, "Yes. My own study samples. The virus died after a few days. Starvation." 

    I shrugged. "But maybe it wouldn't die in a living host. Would it turn to spores and hope for better times eventually?" 

    Hartley asked, "Are you actually getting at something? Some kind of point?" 

    "Don't know yet. How are sensitives different from other people? What about them is the big draw for the virus?" 

    Corinth said, "We don't know." 

    "How about previous exposure? Genetic changes that were made eons ago -maybe to vampires who wound up isolated somehow --that still come to the surface in a few people every so often?" 

    Their skepticism was very evident as I said, "Say a vampire was stranded during the great flood. Every culture has a version of it, so we're pretty damned sure it really happened, even if Noah and company weren't really the only survivors. Say the vampire had to survive on veggies after the fauna ran out? Forty days and forty nights. Longer, more likely, if the poles shifted or the ice caps melted or some disease wiped out a major chunk of the uninfectable population. What would happen?" 

    Hartley sipped her rum and asked, "Who the hell knows? They probably died." 

    "What if they didn't? What if they survived, but were no longer vampires?" Eyeing me skeptically, Corinth sat forward on the bed and rested her elbows on her knees, then shook her head and said, "I think I see where you're going. You think you and other sensitives might be distant descendants of those survivors? If that were the case, why wouldn't half or more of a whole family line be sensitives?" 

    "You got me there, ma'am. I don't have the slightest idea. If you breed a white dog and a black dog, how come you don't get gray puppies? It's some kind of genetic thing. Maybe this is, too, and it only pops up every few generations." 

    A long moment passed before Hartley flatly said, "I don't think I buy it." 

    "It was just a thought." 

    Corinth sat back and stared into her glass for a time, then said, "Yes, it was. How's the rum holding out?" 

    We discussed other aspects of being a vampire until the ladies used me again sometime around three in the morning. Somewhat later I was tossed out into the cold darkness of pre-dawn... 

    Well, actually, Corinth and I left Hartley's room and walked together as far as her room, where she told me to check in with her in the afternoon, then I headed to the BEQ for some much-needed sleep. 

    In the morning --when I wakened around ten, at any rate --I found myself still in my civvies, sprawled on the bed. The first thing I did was check my wrist. Nothing there to indicate that it hadn't all been a dream. No hangover, either. More dreaming? Nope. The stain on my shirt sleeve smelled like spiced rum. But I didn't feel any different from the day before. Not at all. I made myself some instant coffee from the stash in my bag and sat thinking in dead ends and circles for half an hour or so, then got myself up and moving. Cleaning up and putting on my khakis, I went to the PX and bought a couple more khaki uniforms for the weekend, then went to an early lunch. After filling up on steak and veggies I still felt a vague hunger. Cruising the serving line, I saw one of the cooks toss a slab of meat on the grill and stayed to watch it sizzle. Possibly because I wasn't actually in line, but standing behind some people, the cook pointed his fork at me and asked if I wanted to pick out a steak in particular. 

    Shaking my head, I moved away. I'd felt no particular interest in the raw steak or the blood that had spilled from it. If I was now a vampire, shouldn't blood be of some small interest to me? 

    ...And another thing; it was one thing to suck your own injured finger. You were just recycling your own damned germs when you did that. But to taste someone else's blood? That still just didn't sit well with me at all. Uh-uh. Nasty. 

    Sure, I realized that the virus would --supposedly --take care of such details as germs, but as I stood looking out the big glass doors of the main entrance to the Emergency/A&D lobby, it seemed as if every kind of germ or virus that I'd ever seen in my medic-training flashed through my mind. An ambulance was approaching. I stepped outside to clear the doorway and immediately started sweating even though I was standing in shade. When they rolled the gurney out of the ambulance one of the orderlies snagged a heel on something and went down hard against the other orderly without letting go of the gurney. The gurney fell toward his face and I reached out to try to stop it. 

    It stopped. A good two feet above the guy it stopped, and he was staring up at it in abject horror until he realized that it had stopped, then he looked at me rather wonderingly and reached up to add his own strength to mine. 

    The other orderly was on his feet again. He grabbed the gurney and held it as I took my hand away and the other guy got up, then they both said thanks to me in an odd tone as they dropped the gurney's landing gear and wheeled it inside. 

    I glanced around once to see who else might have noticed, then walked away toward the next hospital wing with my bag of khaki uniforms and a lot of extra spring in my steps. It was as if some kind of power switch had been turned on inside me. 

    The gurney had seemed almost weightless. The guy and the gurney together had to weigh --what? --two-fifty or more? No, it was still supported on one end. Still, that was... call it close to two hundred pounds in motion toward the orderly's face. 

    "I have changed!" I marveled aloud at the parking lot crosswalk. A two-striper near me groaned and said, "If it's about religion, keep it to yourself," then he headed across the lot to one of the military taxis. I resolved to find out as much as possible about my new limitations as soon as possible and began thinking about how to do that without being noticed. Couldn't use a weight room if there was any chance of discovery. Couldn't even see how high I could jump or how fast I could run while I was around the base. Damn! 

    With little else to do, I dumped my new uniforms in my room and wandered the hospital for a while. Finding myself back at the PX, I managed to find about twenty paperbacks that looked interesting and sprung for a semi-propaganda sheet called "The Stars and Stripes", then went to soak up coffee in the snack bar. 

    Around two, I called the BOQ and asked for Major Corinth. I was told that she'd gone to her office, so I called there. She answered on the third ring and told me to drop by before five. I put my books in my room and ambled down to ward Seven-A before three. 

    As I neared the ward that sensation of presence manifested itself again, but it didn't seem to manifest an urge to panic, as well. It was, I realized, probably just a way hosts could know if there was another vampire in the area, and it probably had averted a lot of unnecessary turf wars over the centuries. Corinth met me as I entered her ward and led me down the hallway to the fourth door on the right. The little room had a desk and two chairs, an exam table tucked under a wall cabinet, and a small refrigerator for furniture. That was all of it. I didn't even see a phone in the room as she told me to take off my shirt. 

    As I turned to ask her what we were going to do there, she rammed a long-bladed knife into my chest and stepped back. Before I could think, I'd reacted. Corinth was flat on the floor, unconscious from my punch. I uncomprehendingly wrapped my right hand around the handle of the knife, then realized that pulling it out could be worse than leaving it in. Where was the pain? There'd been the initial agony as the knife had plunged in and a moment of burning pain, then nothing much. I looked for blood. A slight trickle escaped around the blade, but that's all. Corinth stirred on the floor, then looked up at me. 

    "Pull it out," she said. When I simply stared at the knife and made no move, she commanded, "Pull that knife out, Sergeant! It isn't necessary anymore." 

    I looked at her, then at the knife handle, and with a sense of both trepidation and wonder pulled it out of my chest. It had to have gone right through my heart, but I was still alive! It had to have killed me, but it hadn't! And now I was slowly withdrawing the blade from my chest! A serrated blade? Oh, hell! Why did she have to use a damned serrated knife? Jesus! 

    Getting to her feet, Corinth said, "Come on, get it out of there so the healing can finish. I have to leave for a few days and I want you ready before I go." 

    "Huh?" I managed. I stared at the knife blade for a moment, then set it on the table when she gestured to it. She stepped closer for a look at my wound. 

    "That was just a way to trigger things to happen a little faster," she said. "Without trauma, the change can take as long as a week. With trauma, two or three days at most." 

    Instead of licking that little bit of my blood away, she handed me a few alcohol prep pads, then said, "Let me know when you start to feel really hungry." 

    "Hungry?" After being stabbed to death, I should be interested in food? 

    "You will. Trust me. The virus is working hard right now and it'll want some compensation soon. Inside fifteen minutes, usually. Put your shirt back on and let's go back to my office. I want to give you some names and numbers." Her brusque manner really bugged me. 

    "Major Corinth," I said. "You just stabbed me through the heart with a serrated steak knife. That sort of thing just doesn't happen to me every day, so could you at least not be so callous about all this? I kind of thought we were friends now." 

    She snorted a chuckle and said, "Friends? Yes, I suppose we are. But I have a plane to catch and a lot to tell you before I go, so get your ass in gear." 

    What followed was a comprehensive lecture about ways others had been discovered by uninfecteds and what had to be done if that happened. Options were nil, really. If someone discovered my secret, that someone had to die immediately. I wasn't sure I could go along with that, but I sat quietly and listened. 

    If I was seen to have received a commonly fatal wound in combat, I had to find some way to disappear completely or excuse the injury. 

    "Excuse the injury?" I asked. "You mean explain it away somehow?" 

    "Exactly. If it's possible, that is, and it may not be. One of us was wounded badly last month near Pleiku; it the kind of wound no uninfected can survive. Others saw it happen. He hid in the jungle for a few days, followed some gunfire, and joined another unit as if he'd been lost. A medevac bird took him to Da Nang, where he slipped away from the group and found a phone. He's now back in the States with a new identity. That's why I'm giving you these six numbers. Should something like that happen to you, you're to disappear completely until you can reach someone on this list." My hunger pangs began in the middle of her story about the wounded guy. She saw it in my eyes, I guess, or maybe in my aura, and nodded slightly as she stood up. I didn't know about auras then, but I began seeing and feeling them later that night. 

    Corinth motioned me to come with her and led me back to the little room, then she locked the door and went to the fridge, where she retrieved a labeled baggie of blood. My stomach churned with hunger as my sensibilities churned in total aversion. 

    Standing next to me, she shook the bag gently, then opened the little tube and took a big ol' hit of the stuff, smacking her lips and smiling at me. 

    "What's the matter, S-a-a-a-r-r-g-e?" she asked breathily as she leaned toward me. 

    Her breath made my hunger focus on the smell of blood and my stomach knotted as my heart raced. 

    "You're about to drool," she said with a grin. "Here. Take this." I took the bag she handed me and stared at it for a moment. There was no name on the label, just a number. Something inside me screamed for the blood. Begged for it. Incessantly, nerve-wrackingly clamored for it like a small child for candy. But I couldn't do it. 

    While I dithered, Corinth took the end of the tube from me and took another hit from it. Her eyes glistened brightly as she began humming a little tune, then singing it softly with unfamiliar, broken lyrics as she waved a finger in time. 

    "O for me, and A for you, dah-de-dah-de-dah-de-dooo..." It was "Tea for Two". Sort of. Jesus. She saw the look on my face and snickered. 

    "We adapt, dear Sergeant. Now tipple a bit and let your virus calm down before it drives you nuts and gives you cramps." 

    "Cramps?" 

    She snickered again and said, "Oh, yeah! Every bit as bad as the worst case of dysentery you've ever had here... 'cept, of course, you won't have the runs." 

    Corinth seemed to be getting drunk. On blood. I looked at the bag again. She sucked a little more out of it and then, out of the blue, she grabbed me and kissed me hard. 

    Yeah, that did it, people. The taste of that blood made my virus go apeshit and having the redheaded goddess that was Major Corinth plastered against me kind of sent me over the top. She sipped, then fed me dribs and drabs through kisses as she worked up a raging case of the hornies in both of us. Suddenly the bag was empty and she grinned at me like a predatory beast as she let the last of her clothes hit the floor. 

    Some two hours later we were cleaned up and dressed and she was Major Corinth again as she sat behind her desk and regarded me thoughtfully. 

    "If you get hungry again while you're here," she said, "See Lt. Brooks at the blood bank. She keeps some of the unuseable blood on hand for our purposes." 

    "Unuseable? What is it; too old?" 

    Shaking her head, she said, "No. The virus doesn't like it more than a couple of days old. I mean blood that tests poorly. They're donations from people who find out the hard way that they have VD. Or malaria. Whatever." She grinned at my expression and added, "Diseases don't matter to you now. Not at all. You'll never even have another cold. Nothing." 
Chapter Nine

    When Hartley got off duty that evening we had a round of spiced rum in her room and then walked Corinth to her flight. She promised to bring us back something each from Tokyo, then joined the line through the gate. Hartley and I went back to her room and killed the last inch or so of her rum, then we went for a walk in the night air. We'd just walked past some supposedly decorative greenery that had been installed near one of the locked entrances when she giggled. 

    I looked around and saw no Hartley, only a whitish-gold aura surrounding a zone of nothingness and shadows. 

    "Do I look different to you now?" she asked. 

    "Oh, yeah. Very. How the hell did you do that?" She switched off the effect and became Captain Marian Hartley again, then walked out of the greenery and giggled softly. 

    "You'll pick it up," she said. "I really can't tell you how I do it. It just happened one afternoon when I got nervous about something. I walked out of the O-club bar to get away from a nasty argument and someone tried to walk through me. When I couldn't see my reflection in the window, I realized what had happened. The uninfecteds can't see us at all like this. Well, not those who can't join us, anyway." 

    "I only saw shadows that didn't look right when you first came calling on me." I bowed slightly and kissed her hand as I said, "You look a lot nicer as shadows trimmed with white and gold." 

    "Why, thank you, Sergeant." She smiled and took my arm and we began to walk again. "If anyone asks, you're my cousin from Denver." 

    "Denver. Got it. Mind telling me how you got out there when you visited me?" I asked. "It's a helluva long walk from here." Hartley grinned and morphed to shadows again. Her aura flared to an almost blinding white, then it lifted into the air a foot or so. When she turned off her 'ghost' mode, she dropped to the ground. My rather stark expression made her laugh. 

    "Like that," she said. "I don't understand exactly how it works, but we can all do it for about ten minutes or so at a time. I had to flare three times to get to where you were in the jungle, then three times to get back here." She paused, then added, "Flaring uses a lot of energy, so you'll need to feed soon after each time you do it." 

    Well, I'd seen it, even if I didn't quite believe it. It was one thing to heal quickly and I'd been prepared to believe that the shadow effect was some kind of mental 'no-see-um' broadcast thing, but this..?! Flight? How the hell..?! 

    "Jesus," I muttered. "Uh, yeah, I guess something like that would use a lot of energy, though I'm not quite sure how. When you say 'feed', what are we talking about, exactly? I mean, am I going to have to drain somebody every time I do that?" 

    Laughing again, she said, "No, silly! I only carried two pint bags with me. After each flare, I sipped until I stopped tingling and rested a few minutes." 

    "Two pints? That's all?" Damn! I found it amazing that only two pints of anything had been enough. 

    She shrugged, apparently thinking that I thought she'd taken a big chance on so little blood. 

    "If I'd needed a little more I could have caught something out there." She grinned and added, "Or maybe dropped in on some VC. There are quite a few out there at night, you know." 

    I grinned slightly at her understatement. Three jumps to get to me in the bush. That was between one-fifty and two hundred miles. Did that mean she could travel around eighty or ninety miles in a jump? That was some damned good mileage. 

    Hartley tried to show me how to shadow. She made a valiant effort, in fact, but we eventually decided that it was likely a reflexive thing that had to be triggered once or twice before the undefinable method became clear to the individual vampire. 

    "Doesn't matter," I said, taking her hand again. "It'll come to me sooner or later. Tonight I think I'd prefer to concentrate on you, Captain Marian Hartley, ma'am. I think it might be fun to see just how happy I can make you. If you're willing, that is." 

    Her laugh echoed in the night air and she smiled up at me as she said, 

"Oh, I kind of like being happy, my dear Sergeant. I think that's a very good idea and I'm quite willing to let you make your best effort." 
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