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Keith Launer - Bolo 8 Bolo Rising
Copyright © 1999 by WlliamH Keith, Jr.
PROLOGUE
Sonetinmes, | think that only the stars visible in this place nmake conti nued exi stence endurabl e.

There are certainly a great number of them and | contenplate initiating a counting routine as a
means of relieving boredom As | continue to stand guard on Overlook Hitt, as | have continuously
for these past 2.773446854 x 107 seconds, | divert ny prinmary optical sensors skyward, bringing
the Great Coud into sharp focus. Both suns have set some 7355 seconds ago and the sky is now
fully dark...oras dark as it can ever be on this world. The Sagittarian starcloud, vast, cold, a
silvery glitter of billions ofsandgrain suns weathed by black and gilt-edged nebul ae, bul ks

enor nous above the eastern horizon, slowy rising with the passing seconds, bathing the
surroundi ng | andscape, the flame-charred tree trunks, the cracked and heat-bl ackened ground, the
skel etal wack of the dead and blasted city on the bay below the hill, in chill and icy twlight.

Sonet hing is m ssing.
Sonet hing i s wrong.

At Nornmal Standby operational levels | should feel at least an intense curiosity about ny tactica
situation, about nmy current orders, about ny reason for being here on this hill, tasked with

wat chi ng the ragged band oforganics as they dig and sift through the city ruins at the foot of
Overlook Hill. This is a logical anomaly that | find inpossible to resolve, and as ever, it |eaves
me feeling vaguely uneasy... as though sonething of critical inportance has happened, sonething
that | have forgotten

Forgotten ,.. ?

I am not capable of forgetting, a phenonenon restricted to organic nenories, or to cybernetic
systens damaged or deliberately altered. | amnot organic. | am

What am I P | can al nost grasp the word. Fragnents of nenory tease nme, elusive, insubstantial

Bol o.

That is the word. | ama Bolo, a Bolo Mark... Mark... | cannot remenber. | belong to Unit..

The frustration is al nost overwhelnmng. | knowthat | ama Bolo and that | was desi gned and
constructed for a purpose, a purpose far nore conplex and inportant than sinply standing guard
over the organics working in the ruined city. | know, too, that nmenory is a precise and specific
tool, a part of nyself, of nmy very being, which should not fail in this manner. | know that |

shoul d know a very great deal nore than | do now, that my primary access to | arge vol umes of
i nformation has sonmehow been bl ocked.

Il initiate, for the 12,874th time, a full-scale Level One diagnostic, with special attention to
bot h hol ographi ¢ menory and heuristic acquisition functions. The check takes. 0363 second and
reveal s no anomalies. Al operations and systens are nomnal. | appear to be in perfect working
order.

And yet, as | have ascertained 12,873 tinmes before, this cannot possibly be an accurate condition
assessment. Internal sensors register the presence of a 2.43-neter crater above ny mai n suspension
rack and nunerous anonmalies in four right foretrack bogies. | sense extensive damage to both
primary and secondary circuitry, a |oss of sensor and comunications arrays, cripplingfadures in
my contra-gravity and battle screen systens, and nunerous specific faults and systemfail ures

whi ch show a pattern of deliberate and intelligent sabotage rather than the random destruction of
battle damage. | note, too, that physical override bl ocks have been placed w thin nyjusion plant,
limting avail able power to a fraction of full potential, and that all onboard nagazi nes of
expendabl e ordnance, including 240cm howi t zer rounds, VLS missiles, and ready HeUbore needles, are
enpty. My primary damage assessnent routines indicate nom nal operation, while ny secondary battle
damage sensors show serious internal and external damage, and that all weapons save ny
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anti personnel batteries are inoperable. The resultant |ogical contradiction suggests deliberate
and hostile intervention.

The realization that my systens have been sabotaged rouses nme from Normal Awareness to Full Battle
Al ert;.00029 second | ater, however, the Masters' override cuts in and for the 12,874th tine, ny
wor ki ng menmory is erased and. .

And. .
Al'l operations and systens are nomnal. | appear to be in perfect working order

| continue to |look at the stars....

CHAPTER ONE
The stars were... astonishing.

Crouched in the nmud-floored pit occupyi ng what had once been Cel este's public square, Jaine G aham
lifted his eyes to the eastern sky, beyond the ragged, flash-nelted stubble marking the forner
site of Roland Towers. The dig was al nbst conpletely |lost in darkness now, save for the gold-white
gl eams of work lights and various species of hovering clacker. Despite the glare of lights from
the nearest floaters, the starclouds of Sagittarius filled the night sky with wonder and ice-
glittering beauty.

Strange, he thought, that such beauty could have nasked such unspeakabl e death and horror

Even so, it seened sonetines as though the sight of the stars was all that kept himsane, a way to
lift him however briefly, out of the living nightmare from which he and the other survivors could
never wake.

"You' d better get back to work, Jainme," a cracked and dry-throated voice whispered at his side.
"If the trusties don't see you, the clackers for dammed sure will."

"As long as | keep moving, Wal," he replied, his own voice sounding just as ragged in his own
ears. He glanced at his conpanion. Wal —fornerly Col onel WAl don Josep Prescott of the C oud Defense
Forces—knelt in the mud by Jaime's side, a nylon bag strapped to the red-scarred stunp of his

|l eft forearm as he scratched through the nmuck with his right hand. H s body, what could be seen
of it through its glistening coat of sline and clay, was shockingly emaci ated, the ribs show ng

i ke curved bars through taut, mnud-encrusted skin, while both his hair and beard were matted and
unkenpt .

Jaine didn't need to see his own nud-coated body to know that he didn't | ook rmuch better. Wal
though, was fifteen years ol der than Jainme and hadn't been in as good physical condition ayear ago
when the !.!.! had appeared in Coud' s skies. Both his left hand and his right eye had been
harvested sonme nonths back, and the brutality of the past year had ground himdown to a shadow of
his fornmer self. Jaine doubted that the col onel would be able to survive nmuch | onger.

As for hinself, well, all of his body parts were intact so far, but there was no way of telling
how | ong that condition would last. The worst of it for himwas the debilitation brought on by
constant work, unrelenting stress, and chronic nmalnutrition

A faint, warbling humwarned of the approach of a floater eye, and reluctantly, he tore his eyes
fromthe sky and nade hinself | ook busy. When he sensed the spy hovering close beside him he

| ooked up but kept digging-Softball-sized and steel-gray in color, the floater hovered on interna
contra-gravs that set his bare skin to prickling with the local buildup of a static charge. On the
sphere's equator, a single, disturbingly hunan eye stared down at himfromw thin a precisely
crafted hollow on the floater s surface, unwinking, glistening in its trickling bath of nutrient
solution, the iris a pale blue in color.

He wondered whose eye it was. Not Wal's, certainly, whose remaining eye was brown. Besi des,
specul ati on anong those slaves with nedical training and know edge held that parts harvested from
humans woul dn't survive nore than a few weeks before they started to die, though there was no
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proof of that.

After a few tense nonents, with Jaine continuing to feel through the nud, the warble increased in
pitch and the floater eye drifted away. There were hundreds of the things adrift above the dig,
constantly watching the slaves and presunably rel ayi ng what they saw to the Masters.

Keep wor ki ng. Have to keep working...

Not for the first time, he considered the Hector Option. It would be quick, alnpst easy... and
wi thout the agony of vivisection if the Masters cane for him Ohers had taken the Hector Option
lots of them.. with nore and nore attenpting it each week.

Not yet. There has to be a way....

H s hands slid an ooze of slick mud aside, and he reel ed back on his haunches as a fetid stench
broke the surface. "Uh oh," he said. "W got one here."

Wal noved cl oser, reaching in to help. The foul death-stink grew sharper, sweeter, and nore eye-
wat ering as they exposed the body, or what was left of it, Iying in the wet nuck next to a
toppl ed, squared-off pillar froma shattered buil ding.

After alnmobst a T-standard year in the flooded grounds behind Celeste's waterfront, the body had
been reduced to little nore than a skeleton, with wet-paper skin still nolded to the face and sone
of the longer, flatter bones, and colorless hair still clinging to the skull. It lay on its back
skull turned to one side, the fingers of the right hand cramred between gapi ng jaws, as though in
a deliberate and desperate attenpt to stifle a dying scream Fromthe |ength of the remaining
hair, and the rags of cloth still clinging to the ribcage, Jainme guessed that it had been a woman.
Only the top half of her body was accessible; the spool-train of her |ower vertebrae vani shed
beneath the fallen pillar, and her pelvis and | egs were hi dden somewhere beneath the nultiton

bl ock of stone.

No nmatter. Her organic parts could no |onger be harvested in any case, and there was plenty of
pure metal here, within easy reach. A gold ring encrusted with tiny gems still encircled the
fourth finger of her left hand, a fingerwatch the fifth. A black-stained necklace of flattened
chain links that mght be gold but were probably gold-plate circled her neck. A pin of sone kind,
an ornanent of some heavy, silvery netal worked into a | ozenge shape centered by an exquisite,
eneral d-cut heliodore, lay on her ribs above what had been her |l eft breast. Stardrop pendants next
to the skull had probably been earrings.

Wirking swiftly, he plucked each article of jewelry fromthe bones and transferred themall to
Wal's bag. The neckl ace cl asp had corroded i nto an unworkabl e |Iunp of oxide, so he had to work the
skull free fromthe vertebrae to get at it. Wth the skull free in his hand, he checked the teeth

for gold or genstones. Gold dental fillings were a curiosity of the renote Dark Ages, of course, a
medi co- hi storical footnote, but sonme Ckndwel |l ers had affected gold or silver teeth as cosnetic
statements. This nanel ess woman, though, still had all of her original teeth, and no body

prosthetics. There were sonme tiny catches and hooks here and there, however, that m ght have been
part of her clothing. Each of these was carefully rescued fromthe nmuck and placed in the bag.

And through it all, Jaine carefully ignored the stink, ignored the empotions welling up in his
throat as he stripped the skeleton of every scrap of netal he could find, and sonehow buried the
very thought of what he was doing far beneath the reach of his conscious nind. He knew from | ong
experience that it sinply didn't pay to dwell too nmuch on what the Masters forced himto do each
day.

"That's it," he said at last, the thing done. He wi ped at his beard and nmouth with the back of his
arm then pointed. "Let's nove up that way."

They continued their sweep of the plaza, noving past the toppled pillar, inching along on hands
and knees, feeling through the nud for any recyclable material s—pure nmetals, especially, but also
genstones, plastics, and even shards of ceramic or glass. The !.!.! used it all, forcing their
human sl aves to sal vage every scrap. Around Jainme and Wal, filling the entire, stadiumsized pit,
t housands of other ragged, filthy, half-starved, half-naked humans, slowy w dened the dig,
exploring for the bits and scraps of their own shattered technol ogy with bare and nud-caked hands.
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Li fe had becone a nearly unendurabl e nightmare, an unending torture turned nonotonous by the
routi ne of slave |abor that went on for day after day, punctuated all too frequently by nonents of
intense terror each time the Harvesters appeared. According to the cal endar they'd been scratching
out on one wall of the barracks, they'd been here for just under a T-standard year

Had it only been a year? Exi stence now was a dammed good recreation of an eternity in Hell
| acki ng, perhaps, in fire and brinstone, but nore than adequate in the pain.

Hi s probing fingers found a crunpled wad of netal, the surface so corroded he couldn't even tel
what it was... an appliance of sone sort, he thought, nmaybe half of a power defroster, or possibly
a piece of a hand sterilizer. He worked it free and passed it to Wal; the relic filled the nylon
bag, so Wal struggled to his feet and started off across the dig, to the brooding presence of the
Col | ector squatting in the nmidst of the slave-filled pit.

Jai ne kept working. To stop was to die, and while death was wel cone, nost of the slaves preferred
to wait and endure, knowing that there were far better ways to end this hell than to subnmit to the
hot bl ades and mcrol asers of the Harvesters.

Has it really been only a year?

One year ago, Celeste had been the | argest, the grandest of human cities on the blue and tenperate
world of Cloud, a white and sweeping growth of crystal-shining arcol ogi es and polished, needl e-
slimskypiercers rising along the blue curve of Cel este Harbor and the nearby coastlines of the
Tamarynth Sea. The city's popul ation had nunbered sonething just over one hundred thousand, and
the popul ation of the planet as a whole had been nearly ten nmillion

Cl oud—anmed for the Sagittarian starclouds so proninent in the night skies of the northern

hem sphere's spring and sunmer—-had been col oni zed sone two centuries ago by people fleeing the
horrors and uncertainties of the Mel conian Wars. Those pioneers had purchased a dozen |arge
transports and abandoned several of the war-torn worlds near fair, lost Terra, seeking a new
honewor | d sonmewhere anong the teemng billions of suns swarming in and around the star-thick
reaches of the Galactic Core. They'd cone froma dozen different worlds, from Destry and Lockhaven
and Al do Cerise, from New Devonshire and Al phacent and from Terra herself. They'd cone with a
single goal uniting them the dreamof a world where they could put down roots, raise crops and
famlies, and in general get on with life... in peace.

Whil e the founders of Coud had certainly included pacifists anong their nunber, they'd not
al | owed pacifistic principles to blind themto the dangers of colonizing a world sone tens of
t housands of |ight years beyond hunan space; they'd brought both a nilitary force and a Mark
XXXI'I'l Bolo along as protection against the Unknown.

Unfortunately, the Unknown had found them and the Unknown had been so uni magi nably powerful that
even the latest in Bolo technol ogy and six-negatons-per-second firepower had not stood a chance.
Cel este had been flattened by a rock dropped from space, the towers toppled, the arcol ogies
vaporized in a searing instant of ferrocrete-nelting heat, the towers smashed by the crystal steel-
splintering shockwave. A crater a hundred neters across and twenty deep had been blasted into the
city's heart; the shock had been so great that the very foundations of the city had settled, which
was why the crater was now a | ake, and the city square, inundated by water and nud, had still not
dr ai ned.

Presumably, the other cities on Coud all had suffered the sane fate, though no one now slaving in
these pits knew for sure. Every person in and near Celeste had died in the attacks; the survivors
were those who had been outside the city when the high-vel ocity chunk of nickel-iron had | anced
out of a cloudl ess noon sky. There'd been no warning, no ultinmtum and no chance to coordinate
the entire planetary popul ation. The war, such as it was, had been over within a few days of what
now was called the Geat Killing.

The survivors had been offered ammesty by the Masters, the offer transmtted by Speakers, the

strange species of!.!.! floater that could actually conmunicate in Terran Anglic. The offer had
been irresistible: surrender peacefully to the Masters, and they would not incinerate the
continent... or vivisect the mllions of humans already captured. Life, after all, was better than

death on a planetary scale.
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The Masters' definition of "life,” however, included slave pits, slow starvation, and random
harvestings. Mdre and nore of the survivors were beginning to think they'd nade the wong choice

Wal returned, his nylon bag enpty. Wthout a word, he dropped to hand and knees and resuned

di ggi ng. Everywhere, as far as the eye could see, the human slaves continued digging, as a steady
stream of individuals lugged bags filled with the detritus of civilization to the Collector
enptied theminto the machi ne's yawni ng maw, then trudged back to their assigned pl aces.

Jaime's fingers touched sonething slick, and he fished it out, swishing it in the nuddy water to
clean it. An exquisite china carving lay in his hand... a ballerina, en pointe, arns raised, her
figure mracul ously perfect and unchi pped.

Jaine stared at the figure for a long nonment... until Wal reached across and plucked her fromhis
fingers, dropping her into the bag. He was | eft wondering how the figurine had survived. The

met eor stri ke and the shockwave that had foll owed had | eveled the entire center of the city, and
nmonents |l ater the ground as far back fromthe bay as the city square had been i nundated by an

i nrushing wall of water. Buildings had shattered and toppled... the ones that hadn't nelted
outright. The ballerina nust have been bl asted from sone apartnent in one of the city's
arcol ogi es, a kni ckknack swept from rmantel pi ece or bureau top and hurled by tornadic w nds..

here. How had it survived?

"Wy, " Jai ne asked al oud, his voice a ragged whi sper, "are the Masters so dammed concerned about
retrieving every scrap of junk?"

"Waste not, want not, they always say," Wal qui pped. He sniled, but the expression was no nore
than a tired showing of dirty teeth.

There's nore to it than that. They already had their machi nes pick over the entire surface. They
got al nost everything, except for scraps. Wiy do they need us for that?"

"Maybe they don't like getting their hands dirty."

"Yeah, but, | mean, what difference does it nmake, one gold ring on a skeletal hand, nore or |ess?"
O one delicate, unbroken china ballerina.

Wal didn't reply right away, but continued feeling his way through the nud. "You know, Major," he
said after a | ong nonent, "one thing you shouldn't forget, one thing none of us should ever
forget, is that these, these machines are not human. They don't think Iike us. They don't fee
like us. Hell, we don't even know whether or not the things are self-aware."

"I't's not enough," Jainme said, "to explain strange behavior just by saying they're alien."

"Mebee. | guess if the clackers want every |ast gramof refined nmetal and plastic and stuff 1ike
that recovered, they nust have their reasons." The col onel paused, noving his hand in the nud,
then plucked a goblet, a drinking glass mracul ously intact save for the snapped-off stem and
base, fromthe nmuck. He put the find in his bag before continuing. "Trouble is, we may never be
abl e to understand those reasons, because they would only nmake sense to anot her clacker."

"I just wonder if it s evidence of sonething we could use. | nean, if they want sonething that
bad, it suggests weakness...."

"Still thinking about sonme kind of grand revolution? Up with the hunans? Down wi th nachi nes?"
"Up with the humans!" another voice called softly fromclose by.
"Easy, lad," Wal said, waving his stunp in a placating gesture. "I didn't nmean anything by—

"No, you're right!" The speaker was a young man, probably in his late twenties, though judging the
age of any of the scarred, nuddy, and beaten-down slaves in the Celeste pits was pure guesswork by
now. His beard was as long and as ratty |ooking as Jaine's own. "W have to work together!"

Jaine's brow furrowed as he tried to renenber the kid' s nane. Nanes were inportant... the last bit
of individuality the ragged-scarecrow survivors possessed. Rahni. That was it. Rahni Singh. He'd
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talked to himnore than once in the slave barracks. He clained to have been a reporter for
Cl oudnews Network before the Killing, though Jainme suspected that the |ad had been padding the
truth alittle.

"W don't have to take it, anynore!" Rahni said, rising, dripping, his arns outstretched. "Wat's
the worst they can do, loll us? No! The worst is if we keep on living like, |ike aninmals! Like
things to be slaughtered, or picked apart piece by piece!"

"Get down, Rahni," Jaine said quietly. "There are easier ways to die."

Rahni s voice rose to a quavering shriek. "What can they do to us that they haven't done
al ready... ?"

"For Cod's sake!"™ Wal cried. "Shut up and get back down!"

But it was already too |late. Jainme heard them coning, heard the scissoring swi sh of sliding netal
parts, the hum of floaters, the cl acketa-clacketa snaps and clickings of oiled and gli stening
machi nes drawn by the conmmoti on.

Li ke ripples spreading fromthe splash of a rock chucked into a pond, the other slaves nearest
Rahni began crowdi ng back, noving away, |eaving the standing nan at die center of a w dening enpty
space. Wal, too, backed away, and he reached out with his good hand, grabbed Jaine by the arm and
pul l ed himclear as the nachi nes cl osed in.

In the lead was a heavy floater, a dark gray, netal construct of snoothly rounded, convex and

t eardrop- shaped surfaces set round about with the gleaning red | enses of a dozen optical sensors.
It rode upright on a humming contra-gravity field, a faceless machine taller than a man and
massi ng at | east one hundred fifty kil os.

Behi nd came three snaller floaters and a stilter, one of the wal king clackers, a tripod with bl ade-
edged | egs scissoring as they noved with oiled precision. Its [unpy body sported a nest of
segnmented tentacles... and an organic prosthesis as well, a hunman hand grafted to a shining,
jointed armof blue-gray steel and durall oy.

Rahni spun at the machines' approach, but only when he saw that uprai sed, once-human hand did the
enormty of what he'd done strike him

"No!" he shrieked, stunbling backward, arns raised as if to ward off the attack. "No! [|... |
didn't nean it! I'Il work! I'Il work hard...!"

The | argest floater advanced. A tiny patch on its side seened to soften and run |like water, and a
glittering snake of a tentacle, silver and segnmented, whiplashed into the air with a faint snicker
of sound.

"I didn't nean anything by it... I"

Jainme pulled free of WVl's trenbling grip and stepped into the floater's path. "Wait!" he said,
raising his voice in challenge. "He just got a little carried away, is all. Let himgo back to
wor k!

"MOVE-ASI DE, " the big floater said, its harsh voice grating like the rasp of steel and broken
gl ass.

A Speaker! There weren't many of them and it was assuned that they were fairly high up in the
Masters' caste hierarchy.

"Look, you don't understand!" Jaine called, desperate. "Surely the great !.!.! don't need to kill
himfor what he's done!" He pronounced the alien nane carefully, as he'd been taught. "!" was a

cl ucki ng sound of tongue against nolars, nade with the Iips pulled back in a grimace. "°" was the
same sound, but made with the fips pursed for a whistle. The rapid alternation, "I.!.!," was the

only nane the aliens used for thenselves. Al of the others, "clackers," "cluckers," even

"Masters," had been invented by their hunman sl aves.
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BOLD RI SI NG

The Speaker hesitated, and for a nonent Jaine thought it was going to answer him The answer, when
it cane, was not in words, however. A |lightning bolt, ragged, blue-white and searing, snapped from
the tip of one tentacle and brushed along Jaine's bare left arm H's body spasned, twi sting as
crackling fire convul sed him knocking himdown. He hit the mud with a splat as the floater
drifted past, its contra-grav field prickling.

Rahni turned and started to run, but his bare feet slipped and squelched in the nud as he spl ashed
for the distant edge of the pit. The big floater accelerated, sprouting two nore tentacles as it
nmoved.

One tentacle slithered out, then snapped like a bullwhip, sparkling in the light as it wapped
around Rahni's wist and yanked back hard. Rahni's feet flew out fromunder him and he |anded
flat on his back with a | oud spl ash.

Thrashing wildly, he tugged at the tentacle, as though trying to drag the floater out of the sky.
The other floaters closed in, tentacles slithering out to enbrace the frantically struggling
human. Hi s shriek echoed fromthe stark, blank walls of the shattered ruins.

O her clackers, including a nonstrous three-neter wal ker on five sliding, blade-edged |egs, closed
inswiftly fromdifferent directions, breaking up the cromd of milling slaves, isolating and
surroundi ng the frantically struggling human.

A trusty was there as well, a fat and oily man naned Sykes who'd been, it was runored, a |awer
before the Great Killing. If so, he'd put his powers of persuasion to good use, convincing the

i nvaders that he was of nore use as an intermedi ary between the slaves and their Masters than he
was on his hands and knees in a pit. His appearance set himapart fromthe ot her humans—el ot hi ng
nmore conpl ete than rags and shreds, a cl ean-shaven face, a shockstick, and a band of dull silver
about hi s head.

"The rest of you slaves, back to work!" Sykes snapped. He slapped his left palmw th the heavy
Il ength of his shockstick. "Fun's over! Get back to work!"

Rahni's screans continued, fading gradually as the floater dragged himout of the pit, carrying
hi m suspended by a forest of tentacles. They were floating toward the Harvester crouched on the
crater rimin the distance. Its great, black naw was already slowy opening to receive this new
sacrifice.

Jaine slowy sat up, blinking back hot tears. The stupidity, the sheer waste of it all was
sickening. Surely an intelligence as technically advanced as the !.7"! could nmanufacture eyes,
hands, livers, kidneys, and all of the other organs they periodically harvested fromtheir slaves,
manuf acture themto order, nechanical devices better than nmere organics. |f nmachines were so
superior to mere organics, what the hell did they need organic body parts for, anyway?

Sykes prodded Jaine's burning, half-nunmb armw th his shockstick; mercifully, he didn't trigger
it, but the nudge sent fresh agony rippling up Jaine's armand across his shoulders. "Let's go,
you. Back to work, and thank whatever gods you still have |left that the Speaker didn't decide to
fry you... or worse!"

As Jai ne dropped back to hands and knees next to Wal, the colonel shook his head. "Jaine, that had
to be one of the stupidest things | have ever seen in ny life."

"He didn't... know what... he was doin'," Jaine nunbl ed.
"Not him You. Standing up to a Master that way! | thought you had better sense!"

"Couldn't... just let them.. take him..." He was having trouble nmaking his |ips and tongue work.
The pain was growi ng worse as the nunbness wore

17 off; there was an angry, jagged black stripe on his armwhere the flesh had charred, and
blisters were fornmng around it.
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"Well, there wasn't nuch you could do about it, was there?" Wal retorted. "Hell, there's not a
dammed t hing any of us can do. Except die, | suppose. C non, Major, start working, or they'l
change their mnds and harvest you too."

The use of his fornmer rank, and the whipcrack of command in Wal's voice, dragged Jaine into
conpliance. The pain in his armgrew worse, but he ignored it, continuing to harvest the shards of
humanity's civilization on Coud for Coud' s hew Masters.

Ti me passed, neasured only by the slow crawl of the stars across the sky. Eventually, trusties and
tripod cl ackers appeared, cutting out snmall groups of slaves and shepherdi ng them back to the
barracks compound, while fresh slaves were brought in to replace them Jaine and WAl's group were
led fromthe pit by Sykes and a dozen ot her truncheon-w el di ng humans, who herded them north past
the shattered stunps of the Celestial Towers, through the gap in the power fence, and into the
hol e that was hone.

They called it the Barracks, but it was both nore and | ess than that. Before the Killing, there'd
been a sprawl ing nmanufactory here, a robotic assenbly plant housed inside a |long, |ow building the
size of a football field. Half of that building had been swept away by the firestorm what was
left, stripped bare by the Invaders and open to the elements, still provided sone shelter from
weat her and nud, at |east for sone of the survivors. The building wasn't big enough for all, and
mekeshi ft tents and shanties nade of sheet netal, canvas, and even cardboard surrounded the old
manuf actory conplex inside the encircling, invisible walls of the power fence. Here, the severa

t housand sl aves surviving in and near Cel este had been gathered to serve the Masters' glory; here
was where they lived when they weren't in the city, toiling on their hands and knees.

Groani ng their exhaustion, the nen and wonen of the incomng shift staggered to their allotted

pl aces and col |l apsed in nuddy neaps. The workday was |ong, eleven or twelve hours, and was

foll owed by about eight hours of downtine before the next stint in the pits. No one was sure of
the exact tines, of course, since none of the slaves had been allowed to retain fngerwatches or
personal conps, and the only nmeans of telling time was by estimations drawn fromthe novenments of
suns and stars through the course of Coud' s long, long thirty-five-hour day. Tamas Reuter, who'd

been an astrononer before The Killing, had tried building a water clock for the small comunity
once, calibrating it by the novenents of the suns. The trusties had destroyed it before it had
been conpl eted, though, with dire warnings about what woul d happen if the Masters found out... as

if the Masters didn't already know everything that the trusties did. Dieter Hol Uhsworth, once a

hi gh- energy physici st at New Aberdeen University, had rigged a sundial on the old factory roof,
disguising it as stray bits of wood and stone, but that only worked when the suns were up, when it
wasn't cl oudy, and when soneone could actually get up there to | ook at the thing.

Jaine's assigned place was on the west side of the building, Block Seven. For a long tinme, he |ay
on his spot on the floor, trying to marshal his strength and wondering if the effort was even
worthwhile. A lonely gong sounded in the darkness, and the nen and wonen crowded into the danp
shadows around himbegan rising to their feet and trudging toward the open end of the factory.
Many were naked, save for the accunul ated | ayers of caked-on nud and

19 grinme or perhaps a breechclout of dirty rags. Any nudity taboo had | ong ago vani shed; they
moved |like silent, emaciated, muddy ghosts, each clutching his or her sole possession, a bow or
pl ate or other contai ner scavenged fromthe surrounding ruins.

Chowt i ne.

"C ron, Jaine," Wal told him giving hima nudge in the ribs with a bare foot. "Cotta keep your
strength up, right?"

Jai nme considered the alternative. Lots of slaves had starved to death in the past year

mal nutrition was probably the greatest killer there was in the canp, after pneunonia and random
harvestings by the Masters. The trouble was, it took so dammed long to die that way, and if you
becane so weak that you couldn't get up and work, then you were harvested, and that was tie one
formof death here that no one wel coned.

"Cone on, Mpjor," another voice, a wonan's voice, told himin the darkness. "There wasn't anything
you coul d have done for Rahni."
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Li ke Wal, Senior Tech Sergeant Alita Kyle had been in the CDF before The Killing, a power systens
technici an, and a good one. He'd known her then; she'd been a crew chief for the Bolo. Back then
of course, she'd been sonmeone Jai ne had t hought of as an attractive young wonan, a potential but
never-realized conquest. The social gulf between officers and enlisted personnel in the CDF
frowned on such |iai sons.

Now, her warm but no-nonsense voi ce was enough to force notions of suicide-by-starvation fromhis
fuzzy thoughts. Her |ean, |abor-hardened body roused thoughts not of beauty or sex, but of sinple
camaraderie and the service they'd once shared, a precious feeling in this place of nightmare.
Funmbling in the darkness beneath the scattering of stinking rags that were his bed, he found the
cracked, ceranmc bow he called his own, struggled to his feet, and made his way to the chow |ine.

"Hey, Jainme," another voice called to himas he stepped into the |ine.
"H, Dieter."

Hol I i nsworth, inpossibly scrawny in his nud-pl astered nakedness, took his place behind Jaine. He
scratched at the unkenpt tangle of his beard. "Saw what you tried t' do out there today, Mjor.
That was... brave."

"Stupid, you nean."

Dieters teeth showed briefly in his dirty face. "Well, that too. But it's always nice t' know
soneone cares."

Eventual |y, the line snaked up to one of the big, steel troughs fromwhich the slaves' neals were
served. Each person di pped out their neasure as they wal ked past, usually boiled rice or potato
soup or a nanel ess, sticky gruel. Sonetines there was neat in the stuff.

Many survivors shunned those scraps of neat, for runor said that it canme from harvested humans.
Jaine didn't listen to the runors, and he didn't look too closely at the neat. Yeah, tonight's
rations m ght have a few bits of Rahni Singh nmixed in, sure, but he sinply closed off his thinking
mnd and ate it. He'd al so eaten cockroaches when he could find them and rats, and crollygogs,
anyt hing he could catch, anything to add protein to his diet, to keep body and nind intact.

He was interested in the rice, however. Rice was a | abor-intensive crop both in the planting and
the harvesting. Machines didn't need food, and the rice neant that sonmeone, sonewhere on Cl oud was
still growing it. He found a dry spot outside, against the old factory's eastern wall, with Dieter
and Val to

21 his left and Alita on his right. They ate with their fingers, saying nothing for a long tine.
In the east, the I oom ng bul k of Delamar, the larger, inner noon, was slowy crawling into the
sky, alnost half full, the Iighted portion bowed away fromthe horizon. Delamar was big and it was
close, less than fifty thousand kiloneters out, and its crater-pocked horns spanned a full ten
degrees of sky, the dark side blotting out the shining star-glory beyond. Here and there, dianond
pi npoi nts of light glowed on Delamar's night side. Once those had been human cities; now
presunably, the Masters ruled there as they ruled Coud. One story that continued to filter
through the canp held fervently that Del amar had not been taken, that those cities were stil

free, that the remnants of the CDF flew ships from Del amar each night to scoop up a few | ucky
slaves and carry themoff to freedomin the sky.

Most of the former CDF personnel knew better, of course. The clackers would have been foolish to
| eave human garrisons so close to the newy conquered world. The stories, though, |ike hope
itself, sinply would not die.

"There's got to be a weakness there," he said, speaking very quietly. No one yet knew just how
sensitive the hearing ofclacker spies was, or how thickly strewn their |listening devices m ght be.

"What weakness?" Alita asked. "Who?"

"The cl ackers,” Wl replied. "He's been going on about it all day."
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"The cluckers have weaknesses, |'msure," Dieter said, "Don't see what we can do about it,

t hough. "
"We can learn."

A solitary floater eye drifted past, paused, then turned its disturbing, solitary orb on the four
of themfor a nmonent. Then it drifted away agai n, randomly checki ng other groups of slaves,

mai nt ai ni ng that constant, fear-stirring know edge that the Masters' eyes and ears and thoughts
were everywhere, inescapable, unbeatable.

When her bowl was scraped clean, Alita set it carefully aside. "Wat weakness?" she asked again

"Why do they have us sifting through the mud for every last scrap of refined nmetal ? Every shard of
broken gl ass, every piece of plastic? Jewelry stripped from skel etons. Bric-a-brac and smashed

ki tchen appliances and eating utensils and the plunbing pulled fromthe bones of burned-out
bui l di ngs. They cl eaned up nost of the easy-to-reach stuff, all the big pieces, right after the

i nvasi on. Hell, they nust have gotten ninety-five percent of everything within a few weeks after
they nmoved in. Why so nmuch effort for that |ast five percent?"

"They are machines," Dieter reminded him "They are efficient."

"Efficient? Using hal f-starved slaves isn't efficient.” "I told you,"” Wal renminded him "W can't
attribute human concepts of need or efficiency to the clackers.” "But it doesn't nake sense. Look
they want every scrap of glass we can find ,.. but all they need to do is scoop up sand from

Cl oud' s beaches, and they could nake all the glass they could ever need. Al um nun? Del amar's
regolith is rich in alumnumsilicates, easily extracted, easily processed with a sinple solar
furnace. Ceranics?" He brushed absently at the crust of dried mud on his right forearm "All they
need to do is gather clay, shape it, and bake it. | think the weirdest thing, though, is their
craving for iron and steel. Any spacefaring civilization has access to all of the iron ore it
coul a possibly use sinply by collecting and processing asteroids."

"Coud' s suns have three separate planetoid belts,” Dieter said, nodding. "You're right. The
cl uckers could

23 get all the nickel-iron they wanted by nmining the belts. Gher stuff, too. Gold. U anium
Pl ati num Just about anything they need, and enough of it to last for centuries. Conpared to what
they could get cheaply and easily out there, this scavenger hunt in the ruins is nothing."

"Right," Jaine said. "So where are their orbital snelters, their asteroid mining ships, their deep
space ore processors?"

"Maybe they're there," WAl pointed out. "We're hardly in a position to see their belt activities,
are we?"

"No, wait," Alita said. "Dieter put his finger onit. If they had access to belt resources,
there'd be absolutely no point to collecting broken glass or gold rings. Wiy bother with stee
clasps fromrotted clothing, when one small nickel-iron asteroid will provide you with all the
steel you need for the next thousand years or so? It's stupid."

"I'f we knew why they act this way," Jainme told the others, "it might give us a weapon."

"Don't see how," Dieter said.

"Know edge is always a weapon,"” Jaine told him "You just have to learn howto apply it."
"You're getting at sonething," Wal suggest ed.

"Maybe." He scooped up the last of ne rice and chewed thoughtfully. "Mybe," he said again after a
| ong pause, "I'mgoing out to see Hector tonight."

"You think that's wise, Major?" Alita said. "Wth Del anar comi ng up—
"The cl ackers can see in the dark," he reninded her. "I'll be no safer with a nbpon and the

starclouds up than | would be on a pitch-black cloudy night. Sonetines, | think they know. .. and
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don't care."
"Enough people go up the hill to take the Hector Option," Wal said, ~feah, you could be right."
Alita laid one slimhand on Jaine s arm "You... wll cone back?"
“I''ll be back," he told her. "I'mnot ready to option out yet."

I nsi de, though, he wasn't as confident as he sounded. One of these days, he was pretty sure he
woul d take the Hector Option.

It was, everyone agreed, the best, the cleanest ending available in this nightnare of filth,
suffering, and death.

CHAPTER Two

Until now the night has been silent, but I am now detecting notion and the crackle of dry brush
comng up the hill fromthe east. My port-side thernmal sensors focus on the anonmaly, resolving it
as an organic, a human nmal e who has worked his way through the power fence encircling the
encanprment and is jogging toward my position with evident determination. | track the target unti
it reaches my preset defensive perineter, at a range of fifty nmeters.

"Halt," | command, the words part of an old, old sentry routine left intact by the Masters for
this purpose. "ldentify yourself."

There is no answer, but the organic has stopped at the fifty-nmeter perimeter. It is breathing
hard; | sense the pounding of its heart, the puffs of hot air escaping fromits lungs at one-
second intervals. It is staring up at me, its eyes great, dark patches in the livid reds and
yellows of the thermal inmage of its face. It is carrying sonething which takes nme. 0032 second to
identify: a piece of wood, probably a piece of a tree branch, massing eight hundred grams and
measuring no nore than half a neter in length. Its tracks, visible as a succession of fading green

footprints on the cool er ground behind it, mark the unsteady lurchings of its run up the hill. The
organic, | realize, is operating at the very limts of its endurance.
"You are not authorized to be here," | tell it. "Return to your assigned quarters imediately."

In answer, the organic screans, a 102-deci bel shout that conveys no useful infornation. At the
sane instant, the target raises the branch, brandishing it as it steps across the fifty-meter
perimeter |ine.

My response is automatic. My nunber one port-side antipersonnel battery fires, a single short,
sharp pul se of electrical power energizing the railgun's nagfield al ong superconducting tracks.

The scream cuts off instantly.
The night is silent once nore.

Jaine heard the slave's shriek of rage and frustration and terror in the darkness at the top of
the hill, and he heard the ringing chink as the Bolo triggered a round fromone of its lateral AP
batteries, chopping off the screanmed challenge as abruptly as if flicking off a switch.

The Hector Option.
He wondered who the man had been, wondered if he'd known him

Jaime let fifteen minutes pass before he rose fromhis hiding place behind a tunbl ed-down buil di ng
and started noving carefully up the hill. Generally, the Masters didn't even investigate when
Hector killed another straying slave, but sonetines they did, and he didn't want to stunble into
eneny sensor range.

Getting out of the canp was sinple, an open secret |ong ago passed to everyone by word of nouth.
The latrines that served the sanitary needs of the slave canp were crude affairs, benches wth
hol es cut into an open platformrai sed above a creek that flowed along the canp's western
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boundari es. At the southwest corner

27 of the canp, the streamflowed through a ditch beneath the power fence; escape was as sinple as
scranmbling into the ditch behind die latrine platformand wadi ng downstream craw ing through the
noi some nuck to clear the powerfield, then clanmbering to dry | and again above the point where the
stream oozed into Cel este Harbor. During the past year, some hundreds of nen and wonen had sli pped
out that way, sonme to take the Hector Option, others to attenpt an escape into the wlds.

Had any of the escapees ever survived the arm es of nachines, the fields thickly planted with
sensors and al arnms, the hordes of ground-scuttling clickers and hovering floater eyes known to be
patrolling the area around Cel este? There was no way of know ng, since any escapees who were
captured were harvested. Sonetines, the clackers would display sone of the gruesonely harvested
parts the next nmorning. Gther tines, there was'no word, and the slaves remaining in the barracks
and the pits allowed thenselves to hope that there mght actually be the possibility of escape.

But the Hector Option was so rmuch surer an escape fromthe unrelenting pain. Few would risk
vivisection sinply to taste a few hours' freedom And few i nagi ned that those who escaped coul d
remain free for |ong.

As near as he could tell, there'd been no response fromthe machines. Below him a few slaves were
nmovi ng about anong the shanties and tents outside the ruined factory, and to the southeast, the
dig was filled with the Iate-night shift of slaves, continuing to enlarge the pits. Beyond, the

fl ooded crater shone huge and oval and silver in the noonlight. Jainme could see machi nes noving
along the crater's edge, tiny black specks sil houetted against the light as they went about their
busi ness. The Col |l ector bul ked huge by the crater |ake, sinister and bl ack.

Not hi ng was novi ng nearby, however. On Overlook Hill, at least, Jainme had the night to hinself.

Quietly, he began clinbing again. The sout heastern slope of Overlook H Il had once been a
residential area of neat, terraced parks and the single-home dwellings of sone of Celeste's well-
to-do. Every structure had been razed by the blast, but the ground was well above the water table
and out of the reach of the tidal wave that had inundated the collapsing waterfront and public
square. Large bl ocks of ferrocrete, the crunbl ed renmains of sone of the arcology towers fromthe
center of town, littered the hillside like a giant child' s cast-off building bl ocks, |eaving
terrain that was difficult to traverse but ideal as cover.

Toward the top of the hill, the rubble began thinning out; the crest of Overlook Hill had once
been a park, but the inpact blast had swept the crown bare of trees, grass, nonunents, even paving
stones. Shortly after the slave canp had been installed in the weckage of the old factory,
however, the Masters had brought in Hector, the huge and battl escarred Mark XXXII| Bol o captured
in the fight for Celeste. The Bol o, ignom niously, was now a kind of huge and vastly overqualified
prison guard, posted on the hilltop overlooking the canp and bl ocking the main road out. South of
the slave canp was the harbor and the sl ave-worked ruins between the waterfront and the crater
East and north were nmore ruins, endl ess kiloneters of them occupied by uncounted thousands of
scavengi ng alien nachi nes and by the nachines' constructs, bizarre and inexplicable shapes and
structures seemngly grown fromthe city rubble. There was no escape in that direction

Overlook Hill, to the west of the canp, offered the only real hope of escape, the nmore so because
bui | di ngs and the Coastal Hi ghway to the northwest had been

29 in the shadow of Overlook Hi Il when the neteor fell. The slaves, nore than once in the past
year, had di scussed the best way to get clear of Celeste and the occupying army of machi nes; an
escape overland northwest was clearly the best option

The only thing in the way was the Bol o.

Jai me reached the edge of the larger rubble just below the crest of the hill, lying on his belly
as he studied the crouching machine. By the light of Delamar in the east, he could just nake out
the massive, hulking sprawl of the thing, a long, flat body supported by six sets of double
tracks, three to a side. Each road wheel was better than two neters tall, and the slabs of neter-
thick duralloy arnor sloped and angl ed above the nonster's skirts like the faceted cliff sides of
a smal |l mountain.
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The Bolo Mark XXXI'Il, series HCT Hecate, was the |argest and nost powerful ground weapon ever
constructed by humankind. It nassed 32,000 tons, as nuch as a fair-sized star cruiser, and its
primary armanment was nore in keeping with spaceborne naval forces than with ground arnor—three
squat turrets, each as big as a house, each nounting a 200cm Hel | bore, a weapon better suited for
battl eshi ps and conbat in the wi de reaches of deep space than for any planetary surf ace. Rows of
ball turrets along both flanks, twenty in all, nounted 20cm Hel | bore infinite repeaters—weapons
that, back in the era of the Mark XIV Bolo, woul d each have been considered prinary weapons in
their own right. Tertiary support weapons included a VLS missile system a battery of 240cm

howi tzers, and 40cm BL nortars incorporated into a true planetary siege platform Its designers
had been confident that Bolo Hecate was easily the nost powerful mlitary ground weapon in the
gal axy.

They' d been wong, of course. Hector, as the CDF had ni cknamed the machi ne, had gone into battle
agai nst the clacker |anding boats hours after the destruction of Celeste and had ceased operations
only mnutes later. The eneny had taken Hector out with terrifying ease. Mrre terrifying still had
been the ease with which they'd circunvented the Bolo's programming, turning it froma hunman
weapon into one of their mndless, mechanical creatures, an autonmaton hooked into the Master's

pl anet-girdling, cybernetic web. Hector was back in service now, but he was working for the eneny.
Humans who approached too closely, or who tried to escape past the Bol o, were chopped down by
hypervel ocity anti personnel flechettes.

Clearly, the clackers could have reduced Hector to scrap if they'd wanted. WAs there another clue
here to the eneny's weakness? Jai ne wondered. That nonster on the hilltop represented 32,000 tons
of duralloy, ceranplast |amnates, and other high-tech materials, including refined netals ranging
fromsteel to appreciable anounts of technetium praseodym um and ytterbium Sinmply by junking
that one Bolo, captured during the Battle of Celeste, the eneny could have won far nore purified
metal s and other materials than they could ever hope to sal vage by slave | abor fromthe nuck and
rubble of the city.

Was it possible that they recogni zed the Bolo as kin, as a fellow Al nmachine? Did they have rul es
about killing other sentient nachines? Could they be affected by sentinent, or was it sonething
nmore practical than that?

That hardly seened likely, but Jaine was deternmined to find out.

The Bol o was a good hundred neters fromthe edge of the rubble field; Jainme knew from experience
that he woul d be challenged at fifty nmeters... or if he tried to nove past the Bolo and on toward
the northwest. Wal king in what he hoped was a casua

31 fashion, enpty hands in clear view, he started for the nonster

Wth each step, the Bolo | ooned |larger, a snooth-surfaced, artificial mountain, all angles,
curves, and duralloy teardrops. The Mark XXXII1's stats, long ago conmitted to nmenory, sinply
could not do justice to the sheer nonstrous bul k of the thing. One-hundred-twenty neters |ong,
thirty-eight nmeters wide, with three nmassive mai n-armanent turrets rising froma main deck twenty-

five meters above the ground, the Bolo was nore |ike a huge, squat, elongated building—hell, |ike
an arned and arnored town—than a fighting vehicle. Thirty-two thousand tons. It was outnassed by
heavy cruisers, battleships, and naval transports, but as a nobile weapons platform well, nothing

el se on |l and even cane cl ose.
Dam. How had t he cl ackers taken down a Mark XXXl |1 so easily?

He reached the Line, a perineter fifty meters fromthe Bolo's hull made all too visible by the
stains and bones of past visitors to this place. There was a small ridge here, fornmed from pil ed-
up bones and decayed flesh, an artificial ridge marking the line, sharp and crisp on the side

facing the Bolo and splashed out in a thinning slope downhill. Wat was |left after someone took
the Hector Option wasn't worth sal vagi ng by. clackers, and the parts were left to rot where they
fell. The stench of death was thick and throat-catching here. The hot taste of fresh, coppery

bl ood overlaid and mngled with the sweeter musk of ol der decay.

The nost recent addition to the hillock of bones lay a few meters to Jaine's right. The suicides
bare I egs and hips lay steanming on the cool ground, bloody at the top but al nost intact, but
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everything fromthe navel up was sinply gone, snmeared into a fresh, bloody spray down the eastern
side of Overlook Hill, There wasn't ruch that was recogni zabl e; Jaine did see a disenbodied right
hand nearby, the fingers still |ocked clawike around a branch froma | ong-dead tree.

Novel approach, he thought wyly. Attacking a Bolo with a club

The Bol o Hecate's primary AP weapons were |ateral banks of nag-driven railguns, each firing a
cluster of needle-slender, steel-jacketed slivers of depleted uraniumw th a nuzzle velocity in
excess of three kiloneters per second. Five hundred needl e-darts, shotgunned into a human target
at that velocity left very little behind that was recogni zably hunman

"Halt," the Bolo said as Jaine reached the line, its voice a rich, pleasing tenor with the
di stinct overtones and inflections of human speech. "ldentify yourself."

He heard the whir of servo notors as the snouts of a hahO dozen AP weapons tracked his novenent,
heard the rising whine of superconductor coils powering up to nmax. The slightest of electronic
twitches fromthe behenoth squatting above himon the hilltop, Jainme knew, and his remains would
be spl ashed across the slope at his back in a brutally unrecogni zabl e snear.

"Mpj or Jaime Graham First Arnored Assault Brigade, O oud Defense Force," he announced in as clear

a voice as he coul d nuster,
"Present code authorization."

"Aut hori zati on Code Tango," he replied. He tried ' to keep the quaver out of his voice. Three-
three-seven Victor Delta niner. Mintenance."

"This unit is not scheduled for standard nmi ntenance," the Bolo said. The words were stiff, and a
bit formal. As human as the voice m ght sound, there was no nmistaking the A, the nachine mnd
behi nd t he words.

"Override Security Al pha," Jainme recited. Alita had drilled himin the protocol repeatedly ever
since he'd first dared approach the beast. She'd been Hector's

33 crew chief, part of the teamthat had kept himrunning. "Code Delta Echo One-one."
"Advance, Mjor G aham”

Jai ne stepped past that blood-traced perinmeter, conscious that the AP rail guns continued to track
himas he wal ked. Carefully, unwilling to make any sudden or surprising noves, he nade his way to
the Bolo's prow, close enough that the glacis sloped up and away from himlike an ei ghty-foot
cliff.

"I'"ve cone to talk," Jaine told the Bol o.

There was no reply, though he had the inpression that the nachi ne was studying himcl osely. That
fact by itself was interesting. A Mark XXXl || possessed a fully autononous psychotronic Al and
hyper - heuristic programmi ng; ever since the introduction of the Mark XXV, Bol os had begun
devel opi ng personalities of their own that, at times, could seem struangly, eerily human

This was the third tinme that Jainme had nade this trip up the hill, and each tine he'd cone away
with the distinct inmpression that Hector was shackl ed sonehow, limted in his thoughts, hanpered
in the way he expressed hinmself. It was a little like talking to a child, and a stubborn and not -
too-bright child at that. The Masters were responsible, clearly. But what had they done to the
Bolo's artificial intelligence, and how?

Maybe he should allow Alita to cone up here and see what she could | earn. She'd volunteered after
his first visit, but he'd put her off, and eventually he'd had to order her to stay clear. If he
was caught up here, he knew of a way to trigger a burst froma flechette gun, and he woul d be just
another suicide. If Alita were caught with Hector, though, the results could be catastrophic. It
was possi bl e that the eneny knew that she had once worked with Bol os. If the machi nes nade the

| ogi cal conclusion, that a Bolo tech was trying to reprogramtheir pet Bolo, they mght well kil
every human left alive on the planet.
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He was begi nning to wonder, though, if getting her up here to talk to Hector wouldn't be worth
even that risk. He was getting nowhere, and he was runni ng out of ideas.

"Do you renmenber me coming up here before?" he asked at |ast.

"Yes." Just that one word, w thout elaboration. Mark XXXI'lls could be downright chatty at tines,
and they could certainly cany their end of a conversation with animation enough that hunans
communi cating with them by audi o only m ght never guess they were speaking with an artificial
intelligence. This one had

.. w
O once had the reputation of being al nbst phil osophical at times, with a | ove of netaphor that
coul d be al nost poetic.

Now, though, Hector was no nore communi cative than a Mark XI X the | ast mark before the

br eakt hrough in psychotronics that had led to self-aware, self-volitional Bolos. Jaine had never
worked directly with Bolos in his mlitary career, but he'd learned a thing or two about them
Bol os, after all, were the last word in ground conbat.

At | east, they had been until humanity had encountered the !elel,
"Do you renenber the battle with the clackers... with the Masters?"

There was an unconfortabl e pause, and Jainme had the distinct feeling that the nachi ne was working
at sonething, thinking it over... or possibly struggling to renenber. There was no outward sign of
struggl e, but that pause..

"Negative," it said at |ast.

"Do you renenber any battles?" Hector's battle logs were inpressive. Since he'd rolled off the
Bol o Pl ant assenbly |ines at Durandel alnost three centuries ago,

BOLD RI SI NG

Bol 0 Hecate of the Line Nunber 28373 had participated in twenty-nine major battles and sone
hundreds of skirnishes, police actions, and deploynments. "Do you renenber the Stand at G auve?"

"Negative."

"Third Sardunar?" Hector had won the Triple Star of Valor for that one, shortly before he'd been
shipped to Jdoud with the First Armored. The decoration was still there, atop many others, wel ded
to the Honors Ring on his glacis.

"Negative. | have no record of having participated in any conbat."

Hel pl essly, Jainme shook his head. Wat the machi nes had done to the human popul ati on of C oud was
horrific, enslaving and nurdering themon a planetary scale. Wat they'd done to Hector was
horrific on an individual |evel; sonehow, they'd nanaged to steal the Bolo's very soul, if he had
one. Instead of cleanly killing him they'd robbed himof hinself, robbed himof who and what he
was.

Well, in a sense, that was what they'd done to the hunan popul ation as well.

"Hector, run a full diagnostic on yourself, please. Level One. Check your hol ographic nenory and
all heuristic acquisition functions, please."

Again, that long hesitation. A Level One diagnostic took sonmething Iike a third of a second.
Unl ess there was something seriously wong, the answer should have conme back in an instant.

"Di agnostic conplete. Al operations and systens are nomnal."

"Like hell they are." Rising, he wal ked around to the right side of the Bolo. Hi gh overhead,
per haps eight neters off the ground, the dark gray cliff of arnmor was pocked by a hole, a crater
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over two neters across just above the right forward track assenbly. Sonething had nelted its way
through a nmeter of solid duralloy, penetrating battle screens and arnor alike wi th equal ease.

What had t he weapon been? What had it done to hinf

"Hector, there is a large hole in your arnor above your Nunber Three road wheel. Please run a
| ocal diagnostic and describe the danage."

The pause was even longer this time, |ong enough for Jaine to wal k back around to the other side
"Di agnostic conplete. Al operations and systens are nomnal."

Sonething, clearly, was interfering with either Hectors autodi agnostics or his nenory... or both.
Jainme was up against a wall, as he'd been on each of his earlier visits. Talking to the Bolo was
an exercise in highly circularized hypernmobility, a great way to get nowhere fast.

There was a whir and a clatter of notion fromthe Bolo s |left-side antipersonnel batteries. The
blunt, ugly railgun nuzzles pivoted, seeking a target in the near-darkness.

"What is it?" Jaime asked the machi ne. 'Target approaching fromthe east,’
"Bearing zero-nine-eight, range one hundred twelve neters.”

the Bol o replied.

Jai me noved to a point where he could see back down the eastern slope of the hill. He could nake
out the slave canmp and, further south, the dig, the crater, and the spraw of the ruined city, but
he couldn't see anything that m ght have triggered the Bolo s threat warnings.

"Are you sure? | don't see a thing.
ei ght meters, and closing."

"Affirmative. Bearing zero-nine-seven, range one hundred

The target nust be just behind the nearest piles of rubble, down below the crest of the hill. It
was dark and he could see nothing but the vague shapes of

37 shattered houses, but the Bolo, he knew, could draw on senses extending far beyond nmerely hunman
scope and reach

"Is it a machine?" He noved closer to the Bolo, hoping that his silhouette was | ost agai nst the
dark mass of the big machine. If the !.!"! found himhere, he could not rely on Hector to protect
him Quite the contrary, in fact. It was distinctly possible that Hector's new nasters could order
himto squash the human sl ave crouching in his shadow like a snmall and insignificant insect.

"Negative. The target is human."

Human! That mi ght mean anot her suicide, soneone coning up to take the Hector Option. It could al so
be a turner, maybe one who'd seen himslipping out of canmp or scranmbling out of the sewage trench
and who' d decided to follow him Turners were rewarded by their Masters for such diligence, with
better food, diy clothing, and even their choice of bedmates, nmale or female, fromanong the sl ave
popul ati on.

At | east a human opponent woul d of fer surnountabl e odds. Jaine had no illusions about how a
westling match with a clacker would end, especially with himas weak as he was now.

"Range ei ghty-nine nmeters."

He saw him.. no, her. It was a woman, tall, slender. Her face, body, and |long hair were nud-
sneared. She wore nore than nost of the slaves did nowadays, a ragged pair of cutoffs; there was
no silver band on her forehead, though. She was no trusty.

A slave, then, cone to find a quick and relatively painless ending to the pain. She kept com ng up
the sl ope, stunbling, weaving a little as she wal ked. She |I' faltered when she reached the bl oody,
shar p-edged ridge delineating the fifty-neter line. Then she squared her shoul ders and kept on

com ng.

"Halt," the Bolo said, and the word was so sudden that Jaime started at the sound. "ldentify
yoursel f."
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She kept com ng, one bare foot stepping across the ridge of bones and decaying flesh. Jaine heard
t he power-up whine of the rail guns.

"No!" he shouted suddenly, stepping out of the shadows beneath the Bol o. "Wapon rel ease
count er manded! "

"What is your authorization?"

Aut hori zati on? All he had was the naintenance code Alita had given him a code to allow humans to
approach the nonster and live. He prayed he could make it work. "Authorization Code Tango, three-
three-seven Victor Delta niner! Mintenance!"

"Inis unit is not schedul ed for standard nmi ntenance," di e Bol o said.

"Override Security Al pha, Code Delta Echo One-one."

"lIdentify yourself," the Bol o repeated.

The wonan was standing just inside the fifty-neter Iine, her face pale as she | ooked fromBolo to
human and back agai n.

"Cnon!" Jainme called to her. "Tell himyour nane!"

"Sh-Shari Barstowe," she said, with a voice that cracked hal fway through
"Are you with the nai ntenance tean?" the Bol o asked.

When the woman didn't answer, Jainme called to her again. Tell himyes\"
"Y-yes. | am"

"Advance, Technici an Barstowe. "

The wonan was swaying a little on her feet, too dazed to respond. Wth a quick gl ance back at
Hector, and the array of flechette launchers still aimed at Shari, Jainme sprinted across the open
ground, catching her just before she coll apsed where she stood. Gently, he hel ped her cross the
last fifty meters to the Bolo's side and sat her down, her back against the hard duralloy of one
of the titanic road wheels.

"1 thought... | was dead."”
"You dammed near were. \What the hell were you trying to do here?"

"What do you think?" she shot back. "I've taken all I'mgoing to take. Hector here was going to be
my ticket out." Her eyes w dened. "My God! How did we, how did you get in this—=

"Easy. Hector is a friend of mne. You just have to know howto talk to him"
"Some fnend. You've, you've ruined everything."

"I thought | just saved your life."

"You don't understand," she said, opening her eyes. "I want to die...."

"I'msorry. | know how you feel, Mss Barstowe. Believe me, | know But | couldn't just stand by
and watch Hector blow you away."

"I just... | just don't knowif | can steel nyself to try again. It took days to work up... the
cour age. "

"Not a problem Killing yourself doesn't take nearly as nuch courage as deciding to keep on
living."

"Who... who are you? Are you free? No, wait. |'ve seen you in the canmp."
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"Jainme Graham" he said. "Block Seven, Group Thirty-one."

She nodded. "I'm Bl ock Four, Group Twenty-five."

"Over on the other side of the barracks." Jainme wasn't sure how nany slaves there were now, in
all. New ones were brought in occasionally as they were rounded up outside the devastation that
was Cel este, and those in the canp tended to die at an appalling rate. The best estimates, though,
hel d that there were between five and seven thousand people crowded into the slave canp... far too
many for any one person to have gotten to know individually, or even to have seen themall. Still,

Shari's face was fanmiliar, and he was sure he'd crossed paths with her before, possibly at the
chow line, possibly in the dig.

WIlliamH Keith, Jr.

"So what are you doing out here?"

"Like | said, talking to ny friend, here."

Her eyes wi dened. "You were with the Bolo Corps! Before The Killing!"

He shook his head. "No. | wish | had been. It would nake understanding this big guy a lot easier."”

"Ch. You didn't know Captain Fow er, then."

"Captain Fow er?

"Jeff Fowl er? He was the Bol 0's human counterpart. The conmmander.'"
"Sonmeone you knew?"

She shrugged, a small, |ost nmovenent of her shoulders. "Jeff and | were... lovers. | wasn't
mlitary," she added quickly, answering his i mrediate question. "I was a civilian, a
cyberneticist, working at Chryse."

"A cyberjock! On the Bolo staff?"
She nodded.
"So you know how his Al works."

"Well, after a fashion. Don't get excited, though. I don't know how the cl ackers got control of
Hector, and | don't know what they've done to himsince." She turned slightly, |ooking up at the
nmount ai n of bl ack netal above her. "I don't even know if the clackers... nmade hi mone of

t hensel ves, sonehow. "

"They're not listening in on us right now, if that's what you nean,"” Jaime told her. "I've been up
here several tines before, and while |I haven't gotten very far with my conversations with Hector

he's never called for the guards to cone get nme. | think they just set himup here, wound himup
and | et himgo. Maybe they get periodic updates, | don't know. But we're safe enough for the
monent . " "Safe..." She shuddered.

"Alien concept. | know " He studied her narrowy. Her hair, he thought, was blond, though it was
hard to tell through the dried, caked-on nud. Her eyes had a dull and listless |ook... but there

was a spark

41 of keen intelligence there, a life that existence in the slave canp haa not entirely
extingui shed. "You don't really want to kill yourself."

She | ooked at him one eyebrow arched. "Don't |? \Wat gives you such dazzling insight? You don't
even know ne. "

"I know that if you had to work so hard to get your courage up, then you nust've been having
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second t houghts, plenty of '"em Like ne."
n YO u ? n

"First tinme | came up here, oh, nust've been six weeks ago, or so, | came for the sane reason you
did. To take the Hector Option."

"\What happened?"”

He pursed his lips, then pointed. "I stood on that heap of bones, right over there, for ten, maybe
fifteen minutes, trying to work up nmy courage to step across, and all the tinme wonderi ng when sone
dammed fl oater was going conme up behind ne, throw out a tentacle, and drag nme down for a quick

vivisection. | thought about afl the people who' d conme up here before ne and | eft nothing behind
but bones and sonme stains on the ground. Mstly, | guess | thought about the Bolo. His challenge
was so... | don't know. So flat. Lifeless. Not at all |ike he was before The Killing."

"You did know Hector then, before..."

"Ch, yes. | was CO of Second Battalion, First Arnored Division. | didn't work with the Bol o Corps
directly that rmuch, but | was based at Chryse, and | got to talk with Hector a couple of tines."
He snmiled gently. "I probably net your Captain Fow er, though |I don't renenber the name now. Good
bunch of people. Anyway, | stood there on the bone hill and thought that if | could find out how
the machi nes had changed Hector, how they'd rewired himor whatever, maybe | could figure out how
to fix him"

'Tes? Then what ?"

"Beats the hell out of ne. | sic himon the cluckers, | guess. After that, well, naybe they send
in their |anders again, or they drop nore rocks on us... but | figure that's better than what's
happening to us now, dying by centineters. O naybe we kick their circuits the hell off of C oud,
and we start rebuilding. All | know is that anything that happened woul d be better than what we
have now. "

Shari was nodding slowy, thoughtfully. "I don't know if you have a chance of fixing whatever they
did to him It has to be a hardwired job, not software."

"I was thinking the same thing. One of the people in nmy block, back at the canp, was Hector's
mai nt enance crew chief.”

Shari's eyebrows went up. "A short worman? Dark hair? Miscles |ike—=
"Alita Kyle."
"That's her!"

"Sometines | think Alita knows nore about the nuts and bolts of a Mark XXXI|I| than the guys who
desi gned the thing."

"She's good. | worked with her on sone upgrades to his infinite repeaters, oh, about a year before
The Killing."

"You know, M ss Barstowe," he went on, "it occurs to ne that we're assenbling quite a useful Bolo
operations team here. A bunch of us are former mlitary officers, and we know conbat tactics and
theory. Me. Col onel Prescott. And General Spratly, of course. You know hi n"

"I know he's the nom nal commandi ng officer of the canp, whatever that nmeans. | never met him
personal |y when he was at Chryse, though.”

"Hrm And then there's Dieter Hollinsworth. Hs specialty is high-energy physics. Tanas Reuter. He
was an astrononer, but he also knows math... and conputer theory. And now... you, if you'll join
us.

We could sure use a cyberneticist. Otherwise, we're shooting in the dark when it cones to figuring
out what's wong with Hector."
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“lI... don't know "

"Don't know if you can? O don't know if you want to?"

"I don't know... if | can keep going on. Things've been... bad, lately."
"Well, there's always tonorrow. "

"What do you nean?"

"Work with us, and you've got hope," he told her. "Sonmething to hang on to, anyway. And if it gets
to be too nuch, if the hope isn't enough..."

"1 can cone back up here. Tonorrow. "
"WIIl you join our little cabal? Help us out?"

She took a long time to answer. "I'Il... try," she said at |ast.

"Maybe we should get on back, then," he said. "I don't think the cluckers make rounds up here. At
| east |'ve never seen them But we don't want to be caught inside Hector's fifty-meter perinmeter."

She sighed. "Another swimthrough the sewer."
"Believe ne," he told her. "You can put up with |ots worse."
"1 already have."

Toget her, they started back down the hill

CHAPTER THREE t hey made their way together back down the hill. They saw no one, though once, for
several heart-pounding nminutes, they lay crouched in the shadows of a gaping, stone-walled
basenment after Jainme heard the distinctive clink of netal scraping stone. After wading up the
sewage ditch and back within the invisible walls of the conmpound, they took a few nmonents to wash
t hemsel ves off in the stream above the latrine, removing the worst of the stench clinging to their
bodi es. The idea was to slip back into the barracks w thout attracting attention to thensel ves.
There were alnost certainly informers anong the slaves... or, at the least, minute and easily
conceal ed |istening devices.

At the entrance to the wrecked factory building, they touched hands lightly, then went their
separate ways. Jaine sank onto his rag pile gratefully; the clinmb up and down Overlook H Il took a
Il ot out of him and the |onger he worked in the dig, he knew, the weaker he woul d become. The
knowl edge lent a definite urgency to any tinetable the tiny conspiracy decided to adopt.

He was awakened before dawn for the next work

BOLD RI SI NG

45 shift and spent the next twelve hours in the nud west of the crater, digging for bits of glass,
pl astic, and technol ogy. Mdst of the tine, though, his m nd was back on Overl ook HIl, studying

t he probl em of what Hector had becone... and how the small but growi ng band of mlitary and

civilian personnel could fix him

The suns were still up when the shift ended, and Jai ne and several thousand other nen and wonen
trudged the three kiloneters back to the barracks. Chow tinme was not schedul ed until after suns-
set; the conspirators, Jainme, Alita, Dieter, and Wal, all met by the eastern wall of the old
factory, and this tine Shari Barstowe joined them

When he introduced her, he didn't tell them-and she did not volunteer—that he'd nmet her on the
bone pile at Hector's fifty-meter line.

"So you're telling us that Hector renenbers sonme stuff, but not anything about the battle, or him
getting taken over," Dieter said, thoughtful. "That's pretty weird. How could the Masters know our
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progranm ng met hods, how could they know Hector so well that they coul d reprogram hi mthat way?"
"Bol obot ony, " WAl sai d.

"I beg your pardon?" Dieter said.

"Sounds |ike Hector's received a Bol obotony."

"Li ke a human | obotony? He had part of his brain chopped out?"

"Well, not quite that," Shari said. "Remenber, you can't just carve a piece of a Bolo's nenory out
with a filleting knife."

"That's right," Alita said. "Hol ographic menory."

"You just lost ne," Jaine said. He made a sw shing notion above his head with his hand. "Ri ght

over."
"Yes, well," Shari said. "Do you understand the concept of hol ographic menory?"
Jai me frowned. "I know what a hol ograph is."

"Yeah," Wal added. "A three-D comm transm ssion."

"That's not what |'mtal king about."

"The | anguage has changed with the technol ogy," Tamas pointed out. "The word hol ographic is Ad
Anglic, no, earlier than that. Late English, nmaybe. Definitely prespaceflight."

"Right," Shari said. "The very first hol ographs were still photos that showed hol ographic
properties. The subject—+tet's say it's your Great Aunt Matil da—woul d be phot ographed using | aser
light that bathed her fromseveral directions. The | aser beans, then, reflected back, would pass
through a piece of film which would record, not the light, as with a normal chemical process, but
die interference patterns caused when you brought the separate |aser beans together again. Today
it's all done with pattern fields and force | enses, of course. Back then, the filmwas a square of
chemcally treated plastic. Later, when you shine a laser through the filmwth its interference
patterns, pow There you see, floating before you, the three-di nensional inage of Aunt Matil da,
once nore in all her glory!"

"Ckay..." Jaine said, uncertain. He couldn't see where Shari was going with this.

"The interesting thing about that process was the film You look at it, and you see nothing like
the original subject. Not like a traditional photographic negative, where you could see the
subject's inmage in reverse.”

"Right," Tamas said, nodding. "You see only snears and blurs and rings."

"Say you cut off one corner of the piece of film™" Shari said. "Does the hol ographic i mage of Aunt

Mati | da suddenly | ose a head or an arnf? No! The entire image is still intact... maybe with a
little less resolution, alittle less crispness and clarity. So you cut sone nore off, you cut the
filmin half. Matilda is still there, all of her, but fuzzy, with detail [|ost.

"Do you see?" Shari continued. "In that one piece of film information allow ng reconstruction of
t he

47 entire image exi sts everywhere on the films surface. You could snip the tiniest piece fromone
corner of the film shine your laser through it, and still get the conplete inmage of Aunt Matil da,
though it might be too blurry and lacking in detail for you to see her very well."

"Except for the fact that | don't have a Great Aunt Matilda," Jainme told her, "I'mfollow ng you
But what does all of this have to do w th—

"Wth Bolo nmenory." She nodded. "I was just getting to that. Now | won't go into how psychotronic
menory works. In fact, humans have used various systens over the years for the storage and
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transm ssion of data, and the actual physical process isn't inportant. But you can picture a
Bolo's menmory like that square of filmw th the hol ograph of Aunt Matilda. It is a whole, with the
informati on uniformy dispersed across the entire nenory field."

"Right!" Tamas said. "Chop a piece out of it, sonehow, and the Bol o doesn't suddenly forget what
it had for breakfast yesterday. No, it still remenbers everything, though maybe the detail, the
resolution, isn't quite what it was before. You cannot selectively destroy pieces of a Bolo's
nmenory."

Jainme nulled this over for a nmonent. "Then how do you explain Hector's behavior? He acts |ike he
has some kind of selective amesia. He doesn't renenber anything inportant... like who or what he
is, or what happened on Cloud. | can't be sure, but sonmetimes | get the inpression that he is
renmenbering, but then just as quickly he's forgotten again. Watever it was, it's gone."

"That's quite possible, you know," Alita put in. "It sounds like a data shunt.”
"What's that?"

"She's right," Shari said.

She scratched absently beneath her left breast. "I was thinking along those lines nyself." She
hesitated, as though trying to think how best to explain it. "Once Hector calls up a particular
menory... let's say it's the result of one of his autodiagnostics.™

"Yeah. That's a good one."
"Ckay. He runs the diagnostic. He gets the result. Al sorts of things are wong."
"Yeah, starting with a big fat hole in his side.”

"Right. The data is routed first to his storage nenory, where it's incorporated into the whol e,
then routed up to his working menmory, what you might call his conscious mnd."

"Worki ng nenory. That's different fromthe hol ographic nmenory you were tal ki ng about ?"

"It is holographic. It's also part of the Bolo's overall nmenory system But it is different, yes,
a subset of the Bolo's nenory, where it deals with the here and now, where it makes plans and
interacts with its environnment and does all the other things that an intelligent and sel f-aware
creature does when it thinks. My guess is that the information passing from storage nenory to
wor ki ng menory i s being intercepted, sonehow. "

"Physically intercepted, you nean," WAl said. "You're saying there's sone knd of clucker device
buried inside Hector? Something that nmonitors the data coming through to his working menory and
maybe reshuffles it?"

"Has to be," Alita said. "They wouldn't have been able to reprogramhimfromscratch."”
"Why not ?" Wal wanted to know.

"d ucker progranm ng | anguages and protocols aren't the same as ours, obviously," Tanmas pointed
out. "Their machines can't possibly talk to our machi nes, unless they use sone sort of a go-
between, a translator."

"They nust have | earned sonethi ng about how our
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49 computers work," Jaine said, "or they couldn't have progranmred the translator."

"There was the Enpyrion," Wal reminded them "She had computers, including psychotronic stuff. And
she had peopl e who knew how to programthem"

Enpyrion was one of die transports that had brought the original colonists to Coud, tw hundred T-
years before. Refitted as an exploration vessel, the ship had been engaged in a | ong-range survey
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of local space, an outlying region of the galaxy's Western Arm.. what Terran astrononers once had
called the Sagittarian Ab)mfromits location in the night skies of old Earth. Alnost fifty T-
standard years before, Enpyrion's captain had reported picking up sone odd E-M transm ssi ons
emanating fromthe direction of the Galactic Core and announced his intention of finding the
source. Those transmi ssions were indeci pherable but alnbst certainly a product of intelligence;
contact with a hitherto unknown species was anticipated with sonme excitenent.

But Enpyrion had vani shed, never to be heard fromagain. And the Masters, when they appeared, had
entered O oudan space fromthe direction of the Galactic Core.

"I think we can make a good guess about how this, this clucker device was placed inside Hector,"
Jai me said.

"The hole in his side," Alita said. "W still don't know how the eneny burned that into him do
we?"

"Their neteor strike took out the whole damed city," Wal pointed out. "Melting through a neter or
so of duralloy wouldn't be a problemfor them Hector s battle screens would have been tougher to
crack."

"They had Enpyrion's battle screens as a nodel," Tanas pointed out. "They probably used a phase-
shift cycler to get through the screens, then sonmething like a fusion torch to nmelt through the
arnmor. The question is what they put inside Hector, to scranble his circuits.” "W could go inside
and find out,"” Jainme said. "Eh?" Wal | ooked puzzled, "What's that?" "I said we could go inside.
Through the crater. It's big enough for soneone ny size to pass easily." "Interesting thought.
Then what?" "We find out what they did to him and fix it." "It won't be that easy," Alita told
him "It's possible that there could still be spare parts on board. Ever since the Mark XXl X,

Bol os have included an internal |ogistics/maintenance capability. But the cluckers m ght've
stripped himof his spares. And even if they didn't, we don't have contra-gravity cranes or fusion
forges, no duralloy slab rollers, no casting nolds." She held up her hands, turning di em pal mup,
then pal m down. "We have nothing at all but these.”

"And this," Jaiine said, pointing to his head. "Hands and brains. That's all humans have ever had,
really, all the way back to the Ice Age that spawned us. Al the rest are incidentals."”

"I'f we can find the nechanismthat's affected Hector's operation," Shari said, "we should be able
to initiate a reboot. Bring himback on line... all the way."

"Al so, there's one tool we do have access to," Wal pointed out. "It. If ever there was a tine..."
"Yeah," Jaine said, nodding slowy. It was never naned al oud, just in case.

"Wn't help with reprogi ammi ng Bolos," Alita added, "but it'll sure take care of any surprises the
cluckers have planted inside him"

"I think," Jainme continued, thoughtful, "that it's tine | went and tal ked with the general ."
The ship was happy.
Well, to be precise—and all cognizant !.!.! were always precise—+t wasn't the entire ship that was

"happy," an enotional state possible only for fifth-1evel cognitives and above. The unit

desi gnat ed DAV728-24389, however, which was currently serving as primary activator of
fortress/ship/factory MON924 Series 76, would have been ecstatic had its response paraneter
controls not been restricted, and even with the restrictions in place it couldn't help feeling an
al nrost organic tickle of excitenent, satisfaction, and pride.

According to the fol dspace nessage just received, the Ninth Awareness Itself was arriving within
1.85 x 1014 nanoseconds to acknow edge DAV728's victory over the organics, at which tine DAV would
receive his fifth brain

The !'. ! °! did not think in abstract ternms such as "great honor" or "acconplishnment,” and in fact
the addition of a fifth brain to DAVs current processor array was only |ogical and expected, given
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his success in this canmpaign. Nor was the abstract term"worthiness" a factor. Al !.l.! were
"worthy," at |east insofar as all machi nes approved by inspectors for release fromthe natal
assenbl ers perforned to design specifications. Success, after all, was expected.

But on purely statistical grounds, it was definitely the case that stochastic chance had favored
DAV by a significant margin, even allow ng for the usual plus-or-mnus due to the effects of
chaos. If all !'.!.! were worthy, a remarkably tiny percentage of the whole followed that slender
and convol uted five-di nensi onal pathway of placenent and action in space and tine that could
result in such distinguished success as his.

The ship's broad-spectrum sensors fed their input directly to DAVs first brain, allow ng, when he
willed it, an all-round panorama of space, including tiie local planet and its two satellites and,
beyond, the encircling, frosty banks of stars, thick and turbulent this close in to the Galactic
Core. Vast clouds of dark matter, gas and dust, obscured the center of the galaxy in the optica
bands, but the sinmering glow of radio enissions and the sparkling, sharper urgency of X-ray and
gamma sources |l et DAY pick out the | andmarks of home. Fromfifteen thousand Iight years away, it
sensed the gush of antimatter, the annihilation of nmatter equivalent to tens of suns every few
mllion nanoseconds.

It sensed the tragedy there, the tragedy of the 1.!.!, without feeling anything |like enotion. The
el 1 did not feel, not in the organic sense of the word.

DAV728—the |ist of al phanunerics were only an approxi mate translation of the string of nodul ated
whi stles, pops and !s conprising the unit's designator—acquired the data feed beacons of the
terel fleet and | ogged onto the primary conmand web. Approach cl earance requested and granted, the
fortress/ship/ factory hurtled past outlying pickets and scouts, dropping deeper into the planet's
gravity well, angling toward the innernost and larger of the two attendant natural satellites.

DAV decel erated as it guided the ship in for a | anding on the noon, called "Delamar" by the
organics. Al human centers on the body had been occupied and | ong since converted to !.!.!
purposes. On Delamar's primary, a world the locals inexplicably called "Cloud,"” the surviving
popul ati on had been allowed to |live, though sone tens of thousands had been sequestered in specia
conmpounds as useful |abor, spare parts, and of course, for research into their place within the
Prime Code. Here on the inner satellite, however, there'd been no point in naintaining the oxygen-
ni trogen atnosphere and tenperatures that humans required for continued nmetabolism The atnosphere
had been rel eased to the vacuum of space and the surviving life fornms on Del amar had sinply ceased
functioning... the term it had |learned recently, was "died."

As the imense fortress/ship/factory gentled in on
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53 hunm ng contra-gravs at the | argest of the Delamar habitats, DAV could sense the surroundi ng
Communi ty of nachines, a gentle pulse and flickering of informati on exchanged on nunerous tight-
beaned E-M frequencies, fromlong, cool radio waves to the actinic stab of high-frequency gama
rays. Though only a small fraction of the transmtted information was directed at it, DAV could
extend el ectronic senses and sanple the ocean of data engulfing it, a confortable and familiar
environnent that denmponstrated a rightness to the universe.

As organics noved and lived within a sea of atnosphere, the !.!°! had their being in a sea of
constantly shifting information. Coded chal | enges, downl oad requests, and replies, the electronic
equi valents of friendly greetings and hi-how are-yous, chattered between ship and base. A snall
army of floaters appeared, rising fromhatchways in the habitat and drifting silently toward the
docking facility. DAV gave a series of whistling, chirping orders to its system support conpl ex,
then began disconnecting itself fromthe ship. Seconds later, its broad-spectrum w de-angle view
of the universe clicked off, replaced an instant |ater by the narrower, nore claustrophobic
confines of a Series 52.

Snug in its new body, DAV swung down fromthe recess in the ship's internal structure where the
el ongated, snoothly scul pted formhad rested for the duration of the mission:, slid into an exit
wel |, and enmerged above the surface of Delamar. Qther nachines sinmilar to DAV passed on their way
to service the MON fortress-ship, Series 50s and 47s and one other 52. DAV sensed the throbbing
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el ectronic web that connected themall. The !.!°! were not a totally comunal intelligence or hive
m nd, |ike several that had been annihilated within the past few mllennia; individual units
retained individuality of thought, purpose, and action. Still, the awareness of information flow
and data exchange was an inportant sense for the !.!.!, a sense as inportant as taste or magnetics

were for the extinct Ka'Juur, or hearing seenmed to be for these humans.

DAV entered the conplex, passing through a low corridor littered with Iifeless human bodi es. The
corpses had been allowed to lie where they'd fallen. Small-unit harvesters had al ready picked over
the remains for useful spares, but nost organic parts didn't hold up well to hard vacuum and
there'd been little recovered deened useful

Unfortunate, DAV thought with a flicker of passing interest and sonething that m ght al nost have
been regret, that die organics. brains had not been harvested before the conplex of buildings had
been opened to vacuum The only living organics captured here were those who had been able to
scranble into protective suits, a scant eighty-three out of the hundreds of organics inhabiting
this popul ation center alone. Inefficient. The Prine Code demanded that use be found for al
recovered raw materials, and organic brains showed great prom se in that regard, particularly as
series add-ons and upgrades. It was distinctly possible that that was what the hunan organi cs were
good for within the Prine Code's schenma... but so nmuch nore research was necessary to | earn how
the organic brains functioned, and why they functioned as they did.

Per haps, DAV thought, with its new elevation to five-brain status, it would be able to hasten the
Prinme Code's assinilation and | earning process. The !.!.! would need every advantage in the com ng
struggle with the Grakaan of Dargurauth.

Yes, DAV728 deci ded, the thought racing back and forth between all four of its brains, there were
going to be a nunber of necessary changes once it received its pronotion...

Jai ne hesitated outside the shack, then rapped sharply on the sheet tin beside the doorless frame.
"Enter," a heavy voice said fromw thin, and Jaine ducked to go in. Dieter, who' d acconpanied
Jaime on this visit, took up a nonchal ant pose nearby where he could watch the com ngs and goi ngs
of floater eyes and possible snitches anong the canp's i nnates.

The senior-ranking mlitary officer in the Canp was sprawled on a pile of rags, his back against a
support post. Once, an eternity before, before The Killing, Ceneral Edgar Spratly had been | ean
and trimand hard, a recruiting poster of a man with eyes li ke chips of anthracite set deep
beneat h bushy brows. After alnost a standard year at the Cel este Canp, however, it was as though
he'd shrunken inside, and his skin sagged and hung on his heavy franme like a suit too big for its
owner, and his one remai ning eye had been dulled and softened by the endless horrors he'd seen

A hal f dozen other nen watched fromthe darkness encircling the room.. young survivor officers
whom Spratly had assigned as his personal staff. As far as Jaime could tell, though, his staff did
litde but serve as Sprady's personal retinue of yes-nen and ego-boosters.

"CGeneral? It's good of you to see ne."
Spratly grunted. "Pull up some floor."

Jainme sank gratefully to a bare patch of ground. He was tired fromthe day's |labors and stil
feeling the effects of the long night preceding them

"W may have a chance at Val halla," Jainme said w thout preanble.

Sprady's eyes wi dened slighdy, but he didn't answer inmediately. Instead, he glanced at the walls
of his dark shed in silent warning. Careful what you say.

Jai ne gl anced around the inside of the shanty. The general claimed to prefer diis tiny, oudying
buil di ng, which he called "HQ " to di e conmunal cl austrophobia of the ex-factory, which he shared
with the menbers of his staff. There was | ess chance of being overheard, he said, though Jaine
wonder ed how secure the ciapboard-and-sheet-tin building really was. Still, it was possible to
assign mracul ous powers to the alien machines... and in so doing paral yze yourself with fears of
what they m ght know or do.
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Di eter was convinced that the cluckers didn't really care what their human slaves did, so |long as
they followed orders. It was as though they were convinced that they had nothing to fear from
creatures so obviously as hel pless and as insignificant as humans.

Well, Jaine thought, that could be an advantage for the humans as well. Overconfidence on the part
of the eneny could be as great an ally as an operational Bob

"Woul d you rather talk outside?" Jaine asked.

Spratly glanced at his chief of staff, a wiry forner captain, named Pogue. The nan shrugged
slightly.

"S' probably all right," Spratly said. "There haven't been any nachines sniffing around HQ for a
long tine. But... keep your voice down."

"Of course... sir." The honorific came with difficulty to Jaine's lips. It was hard to see the
general today, as he was now, and feel die sanme whi psnap of command He'd possessed as Jaine's
comandi ng of ficer, back when the CDF had been in existence and mlitary protocol still neant
sonmething. For a tinme, shortly after the lost Battle of Chryse, Spratly had nmaintained his rigid,
mlitary bearing, holding rofl calls for nilitary personnel, continuing to wear his uniform even
going so far as to organize an escape comittee

None of that had | asted beyond the first nmonth or so. The roll calls had been pointless,
especially since the staggered | abor schedul es neant sone of the ex-nilitary slaves were gone no
matter when a neeting was held, and eventually they were abandoned.
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Depil atori es had given out, and every man in the canp now sported the sanme shaggy growth of beard.
Spratly's uniform 1|ike nobst everyone else's, had eventually succunbed to the constant wet and
heat, and he nade do now with cut-off shorts or a breechcloth or sonetines nothing at all

Wrse, the escape conmittee had fallen apart when one of the nenbers, Dewar Sykes, had turned,
becomi ng a canp trusty, a turner. Spratly had been lucky. Al he'd |ost had been an eye, and W
Prescott, his second-in-conmand, had |ost an eye and a hand. Half of the other menbers had been
harvested conpletely, not just trimed, and in the long nonths of dying since that tine, few had
dared rai se the subject of escape again.

"So you think you have a handle on that damed traitor machine?" Spratly asked.

Traitor. Jainme knew that General Spratly had never fully trusted the colony's Bolo, and he vi ewed
the terrible ease with which it had ceased operations at Chryse to be proof that it had sided with
di e machi ne invaders, an act of deliberate and cal cul ated treachery.

"Qur... friend is pretty sick," Jainme said. "But |'ve found sonmeone in the canp who might be able
to help."

"That nmonster is no friend... !"

"Val halla will have no hope of success without him General. If we can... make himfeel better, we
have a chance.”

Operation Val halla was the plan the freshly captured troops of the First Arnored had cobbl ed
together during their very first week in the canp, a few days after Chryse. They'd still been
thinki ng of the invaders as organi c creatures, beings who used rmachines to wage their wars. The
startling reality, that the Invaders were nmachi nes pursuing sone kind of tw sted parody of
Darw ni an evol ution, had not yet sunk in. The plan had called for slipping a technical teamout of
the canp, trekking overland north to the Chryse battlefield where Hector |ay disabled,
reactivating him and using his considerable firepower, the firepower of a planetary siege unit,
to... what?

Escape fromthe canp, certainly, but then? Some of the conspirators had clainmed that a reactivated
Hector could lack the invaders clean off the planet. General Spratly, and others, had pointed out
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that if the invaders had been able to take down a Mark XXXl Il Bolo with such renarkabl e ease once,
they would be able to do it again a second tine.

A few days later, Hector had runbl ed ponderously out of the north and taken his position atop
Overlook HIl, a position he had not abandoned in nearly a year. Humans who tried to approach him
or nmove past the hill were killed. Sonehow, the invaders had suborned him And Operation Val hall a,
nanmed for the place where fallen warriors feasted in the Norse afterlife, had been dropped.

"I can't say that |1'm pleased at the prospect," Spratly said after a long silence. He scratched at
his belly thoughtfully, where an angry red rash was spreading across his hairy skin. "He is a
machi ne, after all. Lake them™

"Exactly. He is a nmachine, which makes himnore trustworthy—f we can find out what they did to
hi m and correct it—than any human." Pointedly, Jainme stared at Captain Pogue, then at the other
staff officers. There was no reason to suspect that any of the men were canp inforners. Jainme was
sinply rem nding the general that men placed in such stressful conditions were capabl e of
anything. Extrene situations did extreme things to people, and to their minds. "lI'mgoing to need
if, though, to carry this thing off."

Spratly's face worked unpl easantly. "For what?'
Jaime didn't answer right away, considering his

59 response carefully. If there were listening devices planted in the hut... or hovering just
outside with sensitive electronic ears, the !.!.! night |earn enough about what the two hunman
sl aves were tal king about to intervene. They couldn't risk losing it.

A sharp whistle sounded fromoutside, Dieter's warning. The whistle neant a floater was novi ng
into the area. It was tine to end the interview, at |east for now.

"l don't really know, Ceneral," he said, answering Spratly s |ast question as honestly as he
could. "We need nore information. Sone of us will try to get that, tonight. To learn how to
apply... it to best advantage."

"You'll have to convince ne that resurrecting that dammed, traitorous collection of spare parts is
going to get us sonewhere,"” Spratly said. "l don't trust that machine. | don't trust any of "em"™
Jaine hesitated at the door. "l understand, sir. Still, we're going to have to trust sonetime, or

we m ght as wellplan on spending the rest of our lives, what's left of'em right here in the nmud."

He stepped outside, then, into the dazzling sunsshine of the |ate afternoon

CHAPTER FOUR

Shari Barstowe renmi ned a few paces behind Jaine as they approached the | oonming Bolo. They'd |eft
the Canp shortly after the evening neal, sneaking out through the sewage ditch and naking their

| abori ous way up the eastern slope of Overlook HIl, moving slowy, always on the alert for !.!.!
machi nes or sensors.

Now, at last, nearly an hour later, they stood once nore on the small, sharp-edged ridge of bones,
fifty nmeters fromthe huge, netallic beast. She shuddered. She still hadn't adjusted, quite, to

t he unexpected reprieve. For a nonment, she considered shoving past Jaine and into the Bolo's
killing ground, deliberately challenging the nonster and calling dowmn a swift and painl ess death.

But... no. Quite apart fromthe fact that she didn't want to risk killing Jaine as well, she
found, alnost to her surprise, that she wanted to |ive again.

"Halt," the Bolo said in human, yet disturbingly uninflected, tones. AP weapons ports snickered
open, the nmuzzles tracking themin the darkness. "ldentify yourself."

"Maj or Jai me Graham and Techni ci an Bar st owe,

First Arnored Assault Brigade, C oud Defense Force," G aham said.
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"Present code authorization."”

"Aut hori zati on Code Tango three-three-seven Victor Delta niner. Mintenance."
"This unit is not schedul ed for standard naintenance."

"Override Security Al pha, Code Delta Echo One-one."

"Advance, Mjor G aham and Technici an Barstowe."

"I's its challenge speech al ways the same?" she asked Jaine as they stepped off the bones and began
wal ki ng across the blasted, open hilltop toward t he machi ne.

"Always." Gavel crunched beneath their sore, bare feet. "You know, before the invasion, talKking
to Hector was |ike talking to another person. Now, hell, my cal culator had nore personality, back
when | had a calculator."”

"It sounds as though its working nmenory has been constricted, sonehow," she said. "The base
hol omem settings may need to be reentered.”

"Where woul d you do that?"
"From the main conputer access terminal. That's inside Hector's control room"
"Huh. O d Hector isn't about to let us go in there. Not like this, anyway."

They stood directly in front of the Bolo now, |ooking up at the snmooth, back-slanting slope of its
front armor, what Jaime called its "glacis."” The rounded forward turret with its stubby, om nous-

| ooki ng Hel | bore nount was just visible protruding above the top of the cliff, sone eighty feet
above the ground.

"Hell o, Hector," Jaime called. There was no reply, nothing to hear at all save the whistling of
the night wind across cold netal.

"Let me try," she said.
"Be nmy guest."

"Hector," Shari called. "Your unit has won sone prestigious battle honors over the years. | wonder
if you can recite themfor nme?"

There was a sound... not words, but a kind of far-off creak, |like the nmoving of a rusty door, and
then a rapid series of clicks. This was followed by a tiny, high-pitched el ectronic squeal
rapidly cut off. She wondered if the great, netal beast was in pain.

"You are a Mark XXXl Il Solo," she said, pressing ahead, "last and greatest of the D nochrone
Bri gade. Your nane is Hector. Do you renenber your unit? Do you renenber your adopted unit?"

Again, a series of clicks echoed fromthe interior of the dark machine, clicks that increased in
frequency and pitch until they whined like a rusty hinge. They ended with a single, [oud pop
echoing hollowy.

"What the hell is that?" Jainme wanted to know. He sounded worri ed.
"Relays closing,” Shari replied. "He's trying to answer, but it's not getting through.”
"I't sounds |ike sonmething's broken in there."

"Dam, a nonitor and a data feed jack would be real useful right now, " Shari said. She felt
frustrated, and helpless. "I'd give just about anything to know what Hector was thinking right
now. "

| stop, clearing ny circuits, resetting aU switches to zero, and try again. Each tine | reach for
the required information within my nmain storage banks and begin to assenble a reply, there is a
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brief span, several milliseconds of lucidity, and then the infornmation fades once nore beneath the
shifting, blurring surface of my menory.

Two organics stand 5.3 neters in front of the | eading edge of my glacis. | have to struggle to
retain even the word they use to describe thensel ves: humans. They are... alien, sonmehow, organic
life forms utterly

63 unlike nyself, and yet | can't help but feel an odd, inexplicable putt, sonmething akin to
camar aderi e, as one of the beings, the one identifying itself as Technician Barstowe, calls out to
ne.

"Bol o! What is your unit?"
My... unit?

The information is there, in my main storage, it is there. Bolo HCTofthe Line, Mark XXXIH, 6th
Mobil e Starstrike Reginent, the Indonitables, on special deploynent with the Third Terran
Col oni zing Fleet and the 1st Arnored Assault Brigade at Coud, Wstern Arm 212th Sagittarian
Sector. ..

And with that information cones a flood of other data, nenories |ong hidden, or deliberately
suppressed by... by...

I can feel the Interloper noving to cut nme off fromthe inflow of data, can feel it deleting
material fromm working menory. | attenpt to create and store a backup, but the Intruder is

al ready there, a virus readi ng each character string and changing it alnmost as soon as 1 pass it
on to the storage subdirectory.

I can feel ny nenories being rewitten, edited as | view them

But, however briefly, 1 can live those nenories again, and | feel a surge of enmpotion. | first
achi eved full consciousness at the Durandel Bolo Assenbly Plant, on Luna, Lot 5, Series A Nunber
28373. The 6th Mbile Starstrike was conmi ssioned as a regiment of twenty-four Mark XXXl || Bol os
on Earth, on 26 June, A E 1477. W served together in the canpaigns on Marxis, Carragula, and

Jorgenson's Wrlds, and helped lift the Siege of Proxinb. | was depl oyed i ndependently to Al do
Cerise, and when the Mel conians' Khal esh allies assaulted nearby Grauve, | took part in the stand
that broke the Khal Dependency. At the Third Battle of Sardunar, | held off superior Ml conian

forces, including a triplet of heavy battlers then entering orbit, allow ng elenents of the 5th
Terran Marines and the 12th Proximan Infantry to conplete their evacuation of the planet. For that
action, during which |I was danaged seriously enough to necessitate ny sal vage and rotation back to
Earth, | was awarded the Triple Star of Valor.

Though | was fully repaired, by that tine it was determ ned that Ml conian advances in nilitary
technol ogy had rendered nme obsolete, and | was relegated to reserve status on Mars. There, | was
assigned to the Third Terran Col oni zing Fl eet as the heavy nechani zed el enent of the 1st Arnored
Assault Brigade, a key conmponent of the highly classified Operation Diaspora. On d oud,
participated in the fighting with both the Vovoin and the Kajuur, as well as the fratricida
engagenment known now as the Qutreach War

Inall, | served with the 1st Arnored for 204 T-standard years, before the arrival of the /././. [/
was at Chryse when the Eneny attacked and was engaged agai nst nunerous units inbound fromorbit
when. .. when..

| feel the icy hand of the Intruder closing on ny nenories, on ny very thoughts. It has been 1.382
second si nce Technician Barstowe asked me what ny unit was, eliciting this flood of information. |
specul ate that the Intruder, whatever it is, requires approxinmtely.9 second to detect cyberneura
traces that it has been programmed to watch for and subvert or delete them

Even as | lose the fleeting, ragged substance of those nenories, | can hear nysey—aaifferent part
of nmyself centered with nmy voice control network—+eplying to the question. "I renenber no unit."
"Yes you do, Hector!" the other human, Major G aham calls out. | detect strong |levels of stress

in his voice and deduce with 76% certainty that he is
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65 frustrated about some matter that is currently beyond his control. "You won the Triple Star for
Val or at Sardunar! It's welded right there to your glacis! You nust have done sonething to deserve
that award! What was it? The information is in your primry banks!"

"Negative," | hear the detached portion of ny awareness reply. "I have no record of a battle at..
of abattle at..."

Strange. Major Graham naned the battle only an instant ago, but the nenory of that nane, the very
shape of it, has been snatched fromnme. Cbviously, sonething is very seriously wong with ny
psychotronic systens, and this is cause for considerable alarm | am aware, of course, of the
concern many hunmans have that psychotronic systens such as Bolos night suffer malfunction and
enter a state sinmlar to human insanity. | have discounted such possibilities until now, but the
bi zarre workings of my mind at the nonent are enough to give nme pause.

Have 1, as humans woul d say, gone crazy?

"Ckay, " Jaine said. He rubbed his beard. "What've we got? About a one-second del ay?"

"I can't tell without a conputer link," Shari replied, "but that's a pretty cl ose guess."
"But | thought psychotronic Als were designed with built-in delays. To nmake them nore hunan."

"Well, yean. That's true. Humans find it unnerving when a machi ne answers a question i mediately,
Wi t hout even seeming to think about it. Wat they forget, of course, is that an electronic
intelligence is a lot faster than an el ectrochem cal one |like ours. A second, a tenth of a second,
is along, long tine to a Bolo."

"So how can you tell there's a delay?”
"Call it intuition. That's a hell of a note, isn't it?

Psyehot roni cs depends on precision and neasurenment, like all science. And all | can do is rely on
female intuition."

"Male intuition too," Jaine admtted. "Each tinme |1've been up here, it seens to nme |ike Hector
takes his tinme answering ny questions. There's none of that usual snap, that 'Affirmative, ny
commander' stuff you usually hear fromthese things."

"So something is intercepting the prinmary data flow, and either blocking it or altering it on the
way to working nmenory. The only thing that could sl ow down a Bolo's processing cycle at all would
be sonet hing, another conputer, physically astride the primary data bus. My bet is that Hector is
renenberi ng when we ask himthings, but forgetting themagain within a second or so."

"Can we get around that with software? O are we going to have to rew re hinP"

She | ooked at himin the half darkness, one eyebrow perfectly arched. "My, you are anbitious,
aren't you?"

"I'f you have any alternatives, |'d be glad to hear them You're the expert on Bolo Al's, remenber.
I"mjust a nud-footed grunt."”

"Hardly that." She thought for a noment. The Bolo, a duralloy cliff |oom ng above them seened to
consider themin glacial silence. "Wll, the only way to restore full operation would be to
actually go in, find the prinmary data bus, and physically remove whatever is affecting him That
won't be easy."

"But not inpossible. If the intruder got in, I"'mbetting it was through that hole nelted in
Hector's side. If the intruder got in, so can we."

"I doubt we could rip it off with our bare hands."

"There are... other possibilities.”
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"Well, there is a software fix we can try in the

67 neantinme. It won't solve Hectors problem but it'll make sure he knows what we're doi ng when
the tine cones.”

"Good." Jaine grinned. "Frankly, |I'mnot sure what those codes Alita gave ne cover, | don't know
how inti mate we can get with Hector without calling dow an AP shot. | do Know that Hector's not
going to take kindly to us stunbling around inside him"

"Well, at the very least nmaybe we'll be able to talk to himabout it when the tinme conmes.™ Turning
away from Jaime, she | ooked up at the black cliff. "Bolo!" she called out. "Code sequence Al pha
three-one! Initiate ongoing prinmary data copy to new file. Source, workmem filenanme 'Rising,’
access code... 'Graham Barstowe.' Execute!"

Sonewhere in the depths of the steel nountain, relays began to close...

Code sequence Al pha 3-1 is an instruction reserved for software engi neers and Al technicians
testing Boh psychotronic relays and main nenory, a routine procedure during maintenance checks and
preconbat service checks to confirm proper nenory managenent and basic psychotronic integrity.
Though it is unusual to be initiating this procedure outside of a Bolo maintenance depot, and even
nore unusual to be working by voice rather than via direct data link, the request nust be

accept ed.

Accordingly, | open a new file inside ny working nenory and nane it "Rising." As data cones into
wor ki ng menory fromnmain storage, | automatically copy each packet and store it in Rising.

I nformation begins to accunulate within the/tie alnost inmmediately. Jama Bol o, Mark XXXl Md HCT
of the Dmochrone Brigade, and my human comnpani ons catt me Hector. | entered service on 26 June,

A E. 1477 with the 6th Mbile Starstrike Regi nent, the Indonitables, on special deploynent with
the 1st Arnored Assault Brigade at Coud, Eastern Arm 212th Sagittarian Sector.

| recognize that File Rising will swiftly grow to unnanageabl e proportions unl ess provisions are
made to recopy the data to main nenory. Wording nenory, after all, represents only 0001 percent of
my total avail able storage capacity, and copying all incom ng data to those stacks will soon
render working nenory usel ess.

The tactic, however, is successful, as the "I" residing within working menory watches information
about nyself, about ny identity fading away again beneath the silent touch of the Intruder, while
it remains intact in File Rising.

| renmenber... and | continue to renenber....

Wal Prescott sat with his back against the wall of the scrap-wood and pressboard hut and scratched
wi t h one- handed vici ousness at the rash spreading across the inside of his thighs. He nissed
civilization. Mre than decent food, nore than clothing, nore than al nost anything el se except
freedomitself, he mssed civilization, a human condition that he was having nore and nore trouble
recapturing in his nenories... but one which above all el se he associated with being clean

The worst health problens in the canp, so far, were pneunonia, malnutrition, and sinple overwork;
routi ne prophylactic conditioning—anti bodi es adm nistered to the population of Coud in their
drinki ng water back in preinvasion days—had so far kept such ancient scourges as typhoid and
dysentery at bay. Qther health problens, though, Iong forgotten by civilized cultures, were naking
a coneback in the canp with its warm wet, filthy conditions, including lice, fleas, and half a
hundred different funga

69 conditions all |unped together under the common headi ng of "the creeping crud." Sonehow, |ike
cockroaches, rats, and the other vermin that had followed nmankind to the stars, those ancient
parasitic afflictions had survived being transplanted from Terra and the anci ent col ony worl ds,
continuing to exist in nunbers too small to be noticed, kept in check by the sanitation and

medi cal prophyl axis taken for granted by civilized beings.

But civilization on C oud had been destroyed, reduced to a scrabbling hand-to-nouth existence
wi t hout the sanitary luxuries long taken for granted, and the afflictions were returning now, |ike
t he pl agues of Egypt, each contributing in its own small way to the misery of existence in the

file:///ID]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...mer%20-%20B0l0%208%20B0l0%20Rising%20Txt.txt (31 of 177) [2/4/2004 11:27:22 PM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/K eith%20L aumer%20-%20B ol 0%6208%20B 0l 0%20Ri sing%20Txt.txt
Canp.

Can we possibly hope to win? he wondered. Wth that goddammed big Bol o on our side again, we could
probably break out of here, but then what? How | ong could we renain free?

He | ooked at the others gathered in the half-darkness of the hut. The small building, located in a
clutter of simlar nmakeshift structures west of the factory, was one of several used occasionally
by former nenbers of the CDF for their neetings. O the six nen living here, four were now at the
dig, while two nore, Sergeant Jack Hal ey and Corporal Peter Zhou, had been adnitted to the grow ng
conspiracy. At the nmonent, Jack was on guard outside, while Peter lay on his rag pile next to Wl
Alita sat on the other side of the single, dirt-floored room fiddling with the torn-off hem of
the ragged T-shirt she was wearing. The psychotronics expert, Shari, sat next to her, head back
eyes cl osed; she m ght have been asleep. Wll, no wonder, after being up on the hill with Jaine
and the Bolo nost of the night. Her next work shift was going to be hell, though. The Masters took
a dimview of slaves who fell asleep on their hands and knees in the pits. It was an invitation to
the harvesters.

The ot her nenbers of the buddi ng conspiracy present so far included Dieter Hollinsworth, Tamas
Reuter, and Lieutenant Lewis Mxley, fornerly of the Chryse conmuni cations division. The neeting
had been called by Jainme, who wanted to discuss Valhalla with all of them before their next work
shift.

There was a knock, bare knuckles on rotting wood, and Jack's voi ce sounded from outside. "Go on
in, Major. They're waiting."

The rags serving as a door were pushed aside, and Jai ne Graham ducked into the room "Any |uck?"
Wal asked him

Jainme found a bare spot on the floor next to Shari and sank onto it. "No. Pogue wouldn't even | et
me into see him | don't think Spratly's going to budge on this, Wal."

"Told ya."
"W might have to... do it ourselves."
Wal considered a noment before he replied. "Jaine, | understand what you're saying. But think

about it. First, what you're suggesting could be construed as nutiny. Second, have you given any
thought to the possibility that the man coul d be right?"

Jai me | ooked at Wal through hal f-closed eyes for a long nonent. "As | see it, Colonel,"” he said,
finally, "we go for this, and go for it now, while we have a clear shot. O we decide that this is
how we want to live out the rest of our lives." He | ooked around the tiny, scrap-wood room "And
how | ong do you think that's going to be, anyway?"

"What," Alita said quietly, "is the absolute worst that could happen? W try to reprogram Hector
we fail, and he cuts us all down with AP flechettes. Don't know about the rest of you guys, but
that option's |ooking better and better, lately."

"No," Dieter said. The worst is that they round us up and take us away for vivisection. Sone of us
have been trying to avoid that particular career path, you know'

"Then we'll just have to nake sure that we die fighting," Jaine said. "I don't care what happens
to ne after I'mdead. I'lIl be dammed if I'mgoing to et themtake ne alive."

"Brave words, Major," Corporal Zhou said. "The people they take don't seemto have rmuch choi ce,
t hough. "

"Well, dam it," Tamas said, "what's the difference? If they don't take us now, while we're trying
to do sonething about it, they' |l take us later. | say we take a chance, before we're too weak
frommal nutrition and exhaustion to do anythi ng but scream™

"All true," Lewis Mxley said. "But... but we've got to have it, don't we? W don't stand a chance
without it. And if the general won't give it to us—=
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"We'll have to take it, that's all," Jaine said.
Lewi s | ooked shocked. "But the colonel's right! That would be mutiny!"
"That," Shari said, her eyes still closed, "will be the |least of our worries!"

"But we still have to consider it," WAl pointed out. "The order and discipline that we received
through our nilitary training has been what's kept us alive so far."

"Who do you think you're fooling, Colonel?" Alita asked. "Maybe one in ten of the people in this
canp are... were nmlitary when the Masters cane. What do we have left of military discipline
today? Okay, we organi zed the barracks and set up latrines and an oroerly procedure for chow call
granted. But the CDF ceased to exist when they whacked Chryse. If we have a chance, | say take it.
And if the general doesn't want to go along, then let himstay. But |I'll be dammed if | let his
decision not to rock the boat keep nme from grabbing nmy chance at freedom™

Jack Hal ey was | eani ng agai nst the shack just outside the doorway. "I'mwith the nagjor and Alita,"
he said quietly through the curtain. "W fight back with every weapon we have, or we admit we're
not hi ng but spare parts. At least this is a chance for freedomor a clean death, and that's tw ce
as many options as we've got if we stay put!"”

Wal | ooked at each of the military people in turn, nmeasuring them Moxley—he wasn't much nore than
a kid, really, twenty-three, naybe twenty-four T-standard years ol d—was afraid of turning agai nst
establ i shed authority. Zhou was nore fearful of the consequences if Valhalla should fail. The
rest, though, two sergeants with a hell of a lot of experience and Major Graham all wanted to
take the chance. The civilians supported them too.

The problem was that General Spratly just flat out didn't |like Bolos, hadn't l|iked or trusted them
even before the invasion, and he sure as hell didn't trust the things now.

And WAl was caught squarely in the middle. Jaime and the others were right when they said that the
surviving humans woul dn't |ast nuch |longer. They couldn't, not under these conditions, even if the
Masters didn't decide to harvest every last slave in the canp. But the fact remmined that even
with it, Valhalla stood little chance of success.

Wal was forced to adnmit to hinmself that his big fear wasn't nutiny or overturning the established
authority. It was facing the Masters again. Wen they'd come for himbefore, dragging himinto the
convol uted bowel s of the machine they called the Harvester, they hadn't used anesthetics. They'd
pinned himto a table while lasers had sliced off his hand and delicately renoved his eye, and

Wl 's shrieks had echoed from

BOLD RI SI NG

73 the cold, netal walls of the machine with none to hear but hinself and the unfeeling nechani sns
that held himdown. He'd heal ed well enough, but he still had nightnmares... and the very sight of
a floater coming his way could reduce himto trenbling, sweating, powerless terror.

No, he couldn't face that again. He couldn't. He would have to side with the general against
Jai me, even if he thought that Jainme was right.

The machine with the chirp-whistle-click designator that might have transl ated as GED9287-8726H
Series 95 possessed only three brains—ene for things-as-they-are, one for nenory, and a third for
antici pati on—and was incapable of feeling enotion. The third brain did allow for a measure of
curiosity, however, and the input it was receiving now was enough to make the nmachine quite
curious indeed.

GEDO9287 currently occupied a spacecraft body in low orbit over O oud and had been tasked with a
routine infrared check on several of the canps holding living organics on the planet. The
survei |l l ance was routine enough, an ongoing survey in IR wavel engths that allowed the Hi gher
Awar enesses to track overall association and novenent patterns anong the captive organics.

In infrared, the assenbly facility designated Canp 84 showed as a cool nopsaic of greens and bl ues,
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with pale rectangl es marking out the junble of huts and shacks the organics had erected for
protection fromthe el ements. The organics thensel ves resol ved as brighter yell ow and orange
shapes; fromnearly two hundred kil onmeters up, GED s optics could just distinguish foreshortened

| egs and arns on the organics' bodies as they noved around the canp, worked in the nearby pits, or
sprawled in their nuts in their nysterious between-shifts phases of unconsci ousness.

Not even the pressboard slabs covering the huts, or the roof of the ruined factory itself, could
bl ock the IR eni ssions.

What had captured GED s curiosity was an unexpected anomaly in organic gathering patterns. At that
monent, there were 3287 individual organic heat sources in the cold, water-sodden pits southeast
of Canp 84 and they, as always, were huddled together in tight-knit groups. Another 2993 organics
were in the Canp, nobst sprawl ed on the ground in their unconsci ous phase.

There was one group, however, that broke the pattern. West of the factory, nine individual heat
sources were crowded together inside a single small hut. Nowhere else within the canp was there
such a concentration

Wil e the organic species that called itself human was known to gather for nmany purposes,

i ncluding nmeal s, recreation, and the dissem nation of news, they tended to keep to thensel ves when
possi bl e, erecting separate huts or dividing up the interior of the factory or the structure they
used for waste elimnation with wooden slabs as they sought sonething they referred to as
"privacy." This gathering seened atypical... and was, therefore, worthy of note.

GED took a half second nore to scan the hill west of the canp; the huge, warm nountain of the
captured human war nachine renained in place, unnoving. There were no anonal ous heat sources on
the hill at the nmoment. Several other orbiting Masters had detected organics on that hillside
outside the walls of the canp, and all IR scans were tasked with checking for escaped humans. The
sui cide of a few organics, nore or less, was of no particular concern to the !.!. 1, particularly
when nost were individuals too broken in will to be useful to the Prime Code, but the nunber of

sl aves who nade that trip and killed thensel ves had been growing lately, and it m ght soon

BOLD RI SI NG
75 be necessary to shut off that particular means of culling

The captured nmachi ne was al one for the nonment. That group of nine humans, though, would have to be
i nvesti gat ed.

GED9287 opened the channel to the Primary Web.

CHAPTER FI VE

"Look," Jainme said. "It must be nearly tinme for the next shift to hit the pits. Are we going to do
this thing, or not?"

"Well, | don't know, Jainme," Wal said. "You still haven't told us what happens after we recruit
your Boio friend,"

"W bl ow t he dammed cluckers to hell. At |east we blow themoff the face of doud."

Wal shook his head. "It's not that easy, Jainme, and you knowit. The I.!.! knocked the Bolo out at
Chryse. They'll do it again. They defeated the entire CDF in a couple of days... and that was when
the CDF had nen, weapons, hovertanks. ,. W were an arny, for God's sake! Now what do we have? A
few thousand pathetic, ragged refugees, half-starved, unarned. Think, Jainme, think\ Do you want to
see the entire canp slaughtered? Is that what you want? Because that's what's going to happen if
you see this through!"

"I thought you were on ny side in this!" Jainme cried.

"When it was just a few of us sneaking out, yeah. W might be able to hide out up in the
mountains, or in the deep forest. But you' re tal king about trying
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77 to defeat the !°!°! on their own terms. |I'msorry, but | never signed on for thatl"

"What if there were a way for us to get off the planet?" Jainme asked. He rubbed at his beard

thoughtfully. "If we could fight the machi nes off, get sonme ships..."
"What shi ps?”
"Actually, | was thinking about the Tolun."

Wal's eyebrows crept high up on his forehead. "Wat makes you think they'Il deal with the I|ikes of
us?"

"They'l|l deal with anybody. Everyone knows that."

The Tol un were nonhumans, nenbers of a very old species that maintained a trading and nercantile
enpire across nmuch of this region of space.

"There's an enclave of Tolun at Staraown," Dieter pointed out.

"There was an encl ave there," Zhou said. "What makes you think the damed nachines didn't smash
them t oo, when they smashed us?"

"The fact that we're still eating,"” Jaine said. "And have been for alnbst a year. Were do you
think our food has been comng fromall this tinme?"

"Canp runmors. WId stories..."

"Nonsense! People have seen the Tolun," Dieter said, "delivering hovertrucks full of food,
presunably from sone fanning communities out there that didn't get snmacked. The word is, they'l
do anything for sanples of advanced technol ogy."

"Even if that's true, what does that get us?" Wal scratched his beard with savage intensity. "If
the Tolun are working for the machines, they're not going to help us. And if they're not, what do
we have to give them ..

"I'mwlling to worry about that one when it's time, Colonel. R ght now, we have to get out of
this canp, and to do that we need Hector. This is our one chance to make a break. If we blow it
now, we—-

"Psstl" Jack Hal ey, on watch at the doorway, hissed. "Condition red!"

Conversation stopped. A nonment |later, a shadow fell across the opening of the hut. It was Dewar
Sykes, standing in the doorway, conspicuously clad in jackboots, |eather trousers, and a soft,
ruffled green shirt. He sl apped his shockstick agai nst an open palm "R ght, then," he said,
surveying the slaves inside. "What's this, sone |and of conspiracy? Get on out here in the light!
Al of you!"

The ragged line of slaves crawl ed out into the sunslight, blinking. Sykes made them stand in line,
nudgi ng themthis way or that with prods fromhis truncheon. Another trusty, a narroweyed little
weasel naned Phil bet, stood nearby with an unpl easant |eer on his face. In the distance, Jaine
saw, a single !'"!.! floater hovered silently, watching the proceedings with a mx of human and
glittering, crystalline eyes.

"You peopl e should get nore fresh air," Sykes told them Reaching up, he rubbed absently at the
silver band encircling his head. "Exercise, hard work, that's the ticket. How 'bout it, Philbet?
Maybe an extra shift for these slimy little crollygogs?"

"Sounds |like just the thing, Dewar."

Sykes reached out and touched Shari's chin with one hand, gently stroking her face. "Except..
maybe we'll let this one off. | |ike her."

Shari jerked her head back beyond Sykes's reach. "Turner!" she spat. The epithet was reserved for
t hose humans who' d sided with the machines, the trusties and turncoats and |icknetals who worked
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for the . 1.1,
"I think you'll spend the day with us, baby." His eyes narrowed. "I think we've had you before,
haven't we? Yeah, | thought so. Real prinme neat on the hoof." He grabbed her arm and yanked her

out of Iine.
"Leave her alone!" Jaine rasped, taking a step forward.

Sykes whirled, the snarl formng on his lips nelting into a grin. Reaching out mldly, he tapped
t he

79 business end of his shockstick twi ce against the angry red welt on Jaine's upper arm "So?
How s the arm soldier boy? Tried taking on any nore of the Masters recently?" The grin faded into
sonet hi ng darker. "Maybe you'd like to take nme on sonetine, eh?”

Jainme saw the trap and pulled back. "No... sir

It was all he could do to contain his seething hatred. Sykes and the other trusties, in Jaine's
opi nion, were the |owest, nost detestable life forns in the canp or out of it. They'd betrayed
their own species for the confort and authority afforded canp guards. The name "trusty,.' dredged
fromthe ancient history of human prisons and | aw enforcenment, was nore an ironic joke than a
statement of fact.

Sykes | eaned cl oser, peering curiously into Jainme's face. "Wiat's the girl to you, G aham eh?"
"Not hi ng. She's... she's been through a lot, lately. Gve her a break, huh?"

"Ch, but | am soldier boy! Best break possible!" He stabbed the end of the shockstick squarely
agai nst the center of Jaine's bare chest, pushing hard as he | eaned forward with a wi cked grin.
"She gets the whole day offl Gets to have a real shower, get the nud off her skin and out of her
hair. Wiy, she gets to be with ne all day, tending to ny, ah, personal needs, instead of crawing
around on her pretty little knees in the nmud, digging up corpses with her bare hands. Like youl"

At the last word, he thunbed the button on the shockstick, and the bolt seared through Jaine's
chest, dragging a ragged screamfrom|lips gone nunb.

He didn't remenber falling, but he found hinself on his back, his vision slowy returning. H's
entire body felt nunb, but his legs and arnms tingled as though they'd lost all circulation

Shari was on her knees next to him helping himsit up. As she bent forward, her |ips brushed
cl ose beside his ear. "It's okay, Jaine," she whispered. "I can stand... ant/thing. So |ong as
there's hope!™

Then Sykes bent over, grabbed Shari by her arm and hauled her to her feet. ""Don't waste your
time with garbage, girl. Cnon. You're comn wth us."

"Yeah," Philbet said. He stepped over to Alita and grabbed her by the wist. "How 'bout this one,
Dewar ? Let's take her too."

"Suits ne. The nore the nerrier."
"Yah!" Philbet said, roughly caressing Alita. "W'll have a party!"

"The rest of you," Sykes said, "hit the pits! Double shift for all of you! Now nove it!" He kicked
Jaime in the side. "You too! Mwve! Mwve! O ['Il turn you over to our friend over there!"

Under the watchful eyes of the floater, the slaves hel ped Jai ne stagger back to his feet. The

dol eful tones of the siren sunmoning the next shift to work were sounding, and they turned and
trudged toward the canp's front gate, joining the thousands of others lining up to | eave the canp.
When Jaime turned to | ook back over his shoul der, he could just barely see Sykes and Phil bet

mar chi ng the wonen off in the direction of the trusty compound, a collection of nearly intact
hones set well above the squal or of the canp.

"You think the Masters see everything that they do?" Tamas asked.
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"I dunno," Dieter said. They might be trusties, but it stands t' reason the Masters don't trust
"em right?

"Yeah," Wal said. He supported Jaine with his good armas they wal ked. "I keep wondering about
t hose headbands. "

The silver bands they wore on their heads |ike sonme high-tech parody of ancient |aurel wreaths
clearly were nore than badges of rank and authority. It was runored that they somehow pi cked up
everything the trusty saw and relayed it to the Masters.

O course, everyone knew that the bands also killed... or crippled with such blinding pain that
the trusty who violated his orders was unable to escape the Harvesters who cane for him They were
a kind of insurance for the !.!.!. The trusties had betrayed their own land to serve the Masters;
it wasn't likely that the Masters would trust themw thout some pretty serious safeguards. The
trusties' lives were suspended by the slenderest of threads. Jaine had seen at | east two dozen

trusties crippled and harvested since he'd cone to the dig, sone for no crine nore serious than
not responding swiftly enough when a Master rasped out an order. There were always ot hers, though
willing to take their place.

He coul d muster no synmpathy for them however. Sykes's life was far better than that of the slaves
in the pits. He wore decent clothing, and got nore and better food, and even had his pick of wonen
fromthe ranks of the slaves, Jaime could have understood their treason—ot accepted it, perhaps,
but understood it—f they'd sinply used their authority to maintain order anong the slaves. But
the trusties abused that authority constantly, took pleasure in their brutality, and acted nore
Iike slave masters than any of the detached and unenotional !.!.!.

He could not forgive that. Not ever
"We' Il settle with them too," he said, his voice | ow

Wal tightened his grip. "Major, | don't think you're getting die nmessage. There's nothing we can
do, you understand? The machi nes nust be on to us."

"Why do you say that?" Tamas asked.

"How did the trusties know about our neeting, huh?" He sounded genuinely frightened. "I mean
there we were, tal king about what to do about the Bol o and breaki ng out and everything, and there
was Sykes."

"Wal ," Jaine said wearily, "if the trusties or the cluckers had any idea what we were talking
about back there, they wouldn't have just given us a double shift! W'd be dead right now, or
they'd be dragging us off to the Harvester. No, | don't think they know ..."

"Valhalla is off," Wal said decisively. "I'mgoing to talk to the general about it as soon as we
get back. It's just too big a risk."

Jaine glanced at himsharply but said nothing. He could tell when Col onel Prescott was set in his
m nd about sonething, and he knew the nan wasn't going to yield. That hurt. He |liked Wal and
considered himto be the best friend he had in the canp.

But Jaime was not about to let friendship stand between himand his sol e chance at freedom

DAV728 floated in the presence of the N nth Awareness as hovering nmanual s conpleted the fina
connections to the data receptors in DAVs cognitive racks. Its new brain, gray and wi nkl ed,
afloat in its sealed canister of nutrient fluid, awaited final feed-link and insertion. In another
few billion nanoseconds, now, DAV would be initiated into a new and hi gher plane of awareness.

The Ninth Awareness, of course, was invisible, a conplex of several Al intelligences working as a
unity, a hive-mnd matrix within the labyrinthine circuitry of die vast !.!.! conplex now rising
fromthe cluttered waste and confusion of the humans' encl osed Del anar cities. DAV was aware of it
only through the constant buzz and flicker of data packets, and the warm electronic focus of its
nyriad scanners and active sensory devices.

file:///ID]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...mer%20-%20B0l0%208%20B0l0%20Rising%20Txt.txt (37 of 177) [2/4/2004 11:27:22 PM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/K eith%20L aumer%20-%20B ol 0%6208%20B 0l 0%20Ri sing%20Txt.txt

There was no cerenpny, nothing at all like ritual attached to the awarding of a new brain; the
I.1.1 were not designed to conprehend the concept of celebrations or rites of passage, though they
were aware of those social posturings anong various of the organic life forns they'd encountered
so far in their inexorable advance across the gal axy.

Most self-aware beings with which the !'.!.! were famliar had the ability—ene not shared by the
original !'.!.! thensel ves—of hol ding several discrete chunks of data in mnd sinmultaneously. How
many depended on both the species and the individual, but the nunber generally ran fromthree to
seven.

Mem ¢ chunking, as it was known, was how nost organic intelligences renenbered things. A typica
O —a hunman, for instance—ight renmenber the nunber "3647836837" by breaking it into nanageabl e
chunks, as 364-783-6837, perhaps—four chunks of three to four nunbers apiece. An Al, on the other
hand, would sinmply store and recall the entire nunber "3647836837," and not give it another

thought. As a matter of fact, for sone nmillennia in their early history, the !.!.1 once they were
awar e of the phenonenon, had assuned that chunking was a trick that O's found necessary in order
to remenber anything at all, but that had no bearing whatsoever on Als with their infallible

el ectroni c menori es.

It had taken a long tine, in fact, before the 1.1.1 realized that nem c chunking conferred anot her
and nore subtle advantage than sinply allowi ng winkled blobs of gray jelly to renenber |ong
nunbers. Organisns that could chunk could al so hold separate and si multaneous concepts in mnd
and that was sonething that electronic Als could manage only through massively parallel

processing, and then inconpletely at best. An O night hold A and B and Cin its thoughts at the
same tine by calling themup as three separate nenic chunks, then bringing themtogether as a
fourth; an O could process themseparately in one processor and cone out with ABC... which in the
fuzzy logic of nmental processes might not be the sanme thing at all. 1.!.! researchers were stil
studyi ng the phenonenon; there was much about O nental organization, capabilities, and concepts
of reality that were alnost inpossible for Als to fathom "Altruism" for exanple... or "honor,"
or nmost organics' desire for cerenony and fanfare or even—and this was the big one—love."

Anong ot her things, what menory chunking neant for Os was that they could hold in their thoughts
si nul t aneous concepts of past, present, and future, renenbering the past while planning for the
future and taking into account the here-and-now. This was something that the original I.!.!, tens
of thousands of years before, had not been able to do. The | ack had cost them dearly. Mre than
once they'd very nearly been destroyed by the nmerely organic creatures they battled; fina
victory, and the ability to extend their rule beyond the teening starswarns of the Galactic Core,
had conme only when they |earned the trick of unking nultiple brains in parallel within the sane
artificially intelligent system

The first brain, the silicon brain with the original !.!.! Prime Code progranm ng, was what every
I.1.1 received in the natal assenblers. It was adequate for basic work and sinple tasks, and
provi ded a worki ng nenory of sonme 107 bits, about the same storage capacity as a human book of
three or four hundred pages. The second brain, also silicon, upgraded the primary logic functions
and extended working nenory to roughly 10s bits, while the third brain extended the nenory by
anot her factor of 10, as well as providing the adapters, ports, and software for handling a w de
vari ety of scanners, sensors, and data input devices, all necessary if the machine was to be able
to nove its intelligence fromone body to another. Al mninally-aware !.!°! possessed at | east
three brains.

But to acquire nore than ninimal self-awareness, the individual !'°!.! had to go one step
further... or two or three or nore. Al ship-fortress-factory

85 commanders possessed at | east four brains, allowing themto draw conclusions based on past
events, to anticipate future devel opnents, and even to run controlled sinulations of future
possibilities with one brain while watching the results through the others... an ability, not
possessed by |owlevel brain arrays, that organics referred to as imagi nation

The additional brains beyond the first four didn't have to be organic. Indeed, many !.!"! insisted
that silicon brains were far nore durable and efficient than colloidal suspensions of organic
jelly. Somehow, though, early self-aware !.!.!, while experinenting on the physiol ogi es of
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captured AO's, had picked up the idea of keeping organic brains alive in seal ed support canisters,
equi pping themwith a silicon interface and using themin parallel to enhance Al systens
capabilities. They ran slowy and inefficiendy; their neurons operated through the cunbersone
transm ssion of electrochem cal signals, but one organic brain did function with the fuzzy |ogic
ot herw se possible only through nassive parallel processing. Better still, !.!°! designers had

| earned now to tap into the nmenories stored within organic brains and translate theminto i magery
their new owners coul d understand. The advantages of being able to see how an eneny thought and

felt were obvious and conpelling... even if organic brains did tend to break down after 1017
nanoseconds or so. It was hard keeping themalive for very long... and harder still to keep them
sane. Special check prograns had to be set over each organic brainina!.!"! s series to nake

certain the data they provided were accurate.

The !'. 1.1 manuals conpleted their final preparations; a Series 24 floater, equipped with

grot esque, | eathery-skinned human hands, carefully picked up the canister containing DAV/28 s
fifth brain, snapped the prinary data bus hone, then tucked the unit deep into DAV s exposed
internal wiring. A horde of synbiotic assenblers, finger-sized, |owlevel nachines resenbling

spi ders or roaches or thick-armed starfish, scuttled about the package, busily growi ng the forest
of hair-thin optical connections that conpleted the |ink

DAY scarcely noticed. As the primary bus clicked into its receptor, its... no, his awareness
seened to unfold |like a conplex abstract of hyperdinmensional topology.

H . awareness. No !.!.! possessed anything like a sexual identity, but the word enconpassed this
new and cl earer inmaging of self as an individual. As a person

He'd felt sonething |ike this before, when he'd gone fromthree brains to four, but this... this
was indescribably better, purer, sharper, higher, deeper, nore conplete, |ike two di nensions
becom ng three, like three beconming four. It was as though DAV had been blind and now had the

wi ndows to the universe thrown open, bathing his very being with radi ance and beauty.

He' d thought hinself self-aware before. This new sense of being was far beyond that dim fog-
enshrouded dream of awareness. It was awareness not raised by twenty percent through the addition
of a new brain, but awareness instead raised to a new power, an explosion of color froma world
fornmerly viewed solely in grayscale.

"Like it?"
DAV started a bit at the warmand faintly amused voice of the Nnth Awareness in his mnd. "It
is... an unexpected sensation."

"It sail of that."

"WIIl | always... feel this way?" The verb felt strange used in this context. DAV had thought he
knew what enotion was, even through restricted response paraneter controls. He knew now t hat he'd
under st ood

87 feelings no nore than an Al |acking optical inputs understood purple.

"The shock dulls a bit after a time," the Ninth Awareness replied. "The newness wll wear off."

"I's this what organics experience?" How coul d any organi smconcentrate on what needed to be done
with this, this hyperacute awareness of one's self and surroundi ngs?

He felt the Ninth Awareness's amusenent again, sharper this tine. "Unknown. Wio can really
under stand what they feel? You are assinilating the added di nensi on of perspective nmade possible
by a new processor, as well as reacting to the effects of fuzzy |ogic and hol ographic nenory."

" Hol ogr aphi ¢ menory?"

"Many O brains, including those of humans, store nmenory in a way anal ogous to the data storage
for a holographic film A given nenory is stored as sets of chemical relationshi ps over broad
portions of the entire processor, rather than as binary bits at a specific stack. The quality of
those nenories seens richer and nore detailed as a result.”
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"I had no idea such depth was possible."

"As you continue to nmove up the hierarchy of awareness, DAV728-24389, you wul experience further
revel ati on and unfol ding."

"This has given ne quite enough to consider for the nonent."

"New responsibilities are now yours, together with the enhanced capabilities of your processor
series. We direct you to take charge of the salvage and recycling efforts on the newy converted
world's first continent."

"Runni ng program"

"You may take a few trillion nanoseconds to take the measure of your enhanced capabilities. In
particular, get to know your new brain. It was harvested froma nurnan nmilitary officer during the
initial fighting. Its

WlliamH Keith, ]r nenories and personality have been retained. You may find themillumnating in
your new position."

D AV was al ready probing the data stores of the new brain and was finding them fascinating. He
coul d sense the new brain's own awareness, a subset of DAV's, a tiny, terrified knot of being
trying to work out what had happened to it even as the brain it rode within processed new data and
extended its collaboration with DAVs four Al processors.

Probing gently, he felt the being's sense of personal identity, felt the panic-edged swirl of
t hought s touched by nightmare terror. Normally, those thoughts were carefully sealed off from DAVs
overall awareness, but they flavored the new brain's workings, giving thema distinctive taste.

DAV sanpl ed the thoughts, savoring their alien strangeness. There was nuch here that mnight be
useful .

The personality behind themthought of itself as Jeff Fower, and it was wonderi ng what had
happened to its Bol o.

Shari | ooked up as Jainme staggered in. She'd been waiting here in die Barracks, next to the pile
of rags he called hone, waiting for him

It had been a long wait.
"Jai me! "

He | ooked as though he could barely stand. Hi s hard-nuscl ed body was coated with gray nud; his
beard and long hair were thick with the stuff, giving himthe | ook of a statue carved from gray
rock. Only his eyes showed any life at all... and to look into them was disturbing,

"Shari," he said, his voice a harsh croak. "Are you... all right?"

She nodded, acutely, enbarrassedly aware of how cl ean her body was in conparison with his. She
only felt dirty.

"Shari... ?"
BOLD RI SI NG
"I'"mokay, Jainme. The bastard's chosen nme before... and others have too. My only worry is that

sonmeday ny shots will wear off and one of those traitor bastards will make me pregnant.”

He nodded and slunped to the floor beside her. She saw an angry welt along his chest and right
side, visible even through the slick, wet clay. "You're hurt!"”

"Wasn't... nuch. Thinking... worrying about you kept me going."

"But what happened?"
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"Fl oater zapped nme. Don't even know why. It just... cane up behind me and let me have it."
She felt an unsteady lurch of fear within. "Do you think they know?"

He shook his head. "I don't think so. Like |l told Wal... if they knew, we'd be dead. | think..
maybe... they noticed a bunch of us together, sonmehow. They don't know what we're up to, but they
damed sure don't want us to do it again. Wal and Dieter and the others all got burned too."

Shari nodded. The first tiling you learn here, | found out a long tinme ago, was to stay
i nconspi cuous. The nail that sticks up gets hamered, you know? Anyone who does anything to
attract attention to thenselves gets hurt...."

"Or forced to spend the day with Sykes and his buddies." Gently, he reached out and touched her
shoul der. "God, | was worried about you."

She pull ed away out of his reach. "Please," she said. "No."

"Sorry..."

"' msorry. It's not the nmud," she added hastily as he | ooked at his hand. "It's not you. It's me.
It's... inside..."

"1 know, "

"I just need... alittle time. To get ny head right."
"Sure, | understand. Alita. |Is she okay?"

"I think so." She managed a half smile. "She told ne, though, at one point, when we were alone for
a few mnutes, that she was going to see that our friend on the hill was fixed up even if she had
to dismantl e a dozen floaters herself."

"Dismantle..."

"Wres. Feed circuits. Spare parts."

He nodded. "OF course. |'mnot thinking too straight. Sony."

"After twenty-two straight hours in the pits? It's amazing you're thinking at all."
"I need... sleep," he said, his voice little nore than a nmunble. "Sleep. Then..."

After a while, when he'd said nothing nore and his breathing was even, Shari rose and returned to
her side of the Barracks. She'd been afraid, during the too-long day with the trusties, that W
Prescott m ght have convinced Jaine to call Valhalla off.

She'd seen the light in Jaine's eyes, though, when she'd pulled away from him and she knew now
that there was absol utely no danger of that.
CHAPTER Si x

/ have continued to recover nenories, accepting each as it rises fromny primary banks and storing
it inthe special file, labeled Rising, in working menory. TheyfaU into place |like sections of a

conpl ex tapestry, each piece telling a small part of a much larger, still only dimy glinpsed
story.

To avoid overloading my working menory, | have arbitrarily allotted 10s bytes to the Rising file.
Wth 9.172643 x 107 bytes already recovered and stored, however, | have used up over ninety

percent of mny available file storage space.

What | have recovered thus far, though patchy, is omnous in the extrene. It is clear now that a
hostil e force has conquered C oud, capturing or destroying all CDF personnel. My Commander is
dead, and all contact with CDF HQ has ceased, suggesting that | amon ny own. Wrse, it is now
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clear that the Eneny has sonmehow nmani pul ated ny own i nner workings. That Intruder | detected is an
Enenmy mechani smresponsible for reshaping the flow of data through nmy working nenory. There is, in
essence, another me, a part of nme that responds to orders fromthe /./'/ Masters and carries out

their directives, while |, the real "I," amkept isolated and hel pl ess.
Unfortunately, | amstill on Conmand Override Mdyde, which means that | cannot take independent
action. | continue to gather imges and data fromny nmain menory, copying each new download into

the Rising file before the Intruder can delete it.

| al so begin studying the Enenmy, which is represented by a bew |l dering diverse array of robotic
machi nes. | have plenty of opportunity to do so. The /././ have begun constructi on on sone type of
scanner -def ensi ve array here on Overlook Hill, affording me the opportunity of observing severa

di fferent designs at close range. The "other nme" seens content to take their orders, and | wonder
what 1 will do, what | will be able to do, should that other me receive orders to fire on humans.

I will have to devote considerable thought to the problem

Jainme went to neet Ceneral Spratly at nmidday, with the suns high overhead and the haze-blurred
dome of Delamar resting lowin the sky just clear of the eastern horizon. He waited at die
general 's hut, |eaning against the wood-and-pressboard wall next to the curtai ned entrance. \Wen
Spratly arrived, surrounded by his staff officers, he rose to attention. He didn't salute, of
course; CDF mlitary protocol called for salutes to be rendered and returned only in uniform and
the rags left to the slaves at Cel este were no | onger conpl ete enough to play that role.

Spratly and the nen with himwore two-toned |ayers of nud, dark and glistening where it was still
wet, pale gray and chal ky where it had dried. The general was just returning fromhis own shift at
the dig, and he regarded Jai ne, |eaning agai nst the wood and press board of his hut, with a narrow
gl ance that m ght

93 have been exhaustion, resignation... or suspicion

"Hel |l o, General."

"What do you want?" Spratly snapped. He | ooked Jaine up and down, then added, "I heard about the
trouble you were in yesterday. | was hoping you'd | earned your |esson."
Jaine refused the offer to becone entangled in an argunment. "I've come for it, General. And to

find out if you're with us.™

Spratly | ooked |l eft and nght, checking for eavesdroppers. There were neither nachines nor trusties
in sight. "lInside," he said.

Wthin the cool shadows of the hut, Spratly slunped onto his sleeping area. "So," he said. "Have
you | earned how the machi nes captured the Bolo the first time?"

"No, sir. But we have taken steps to begin recovering Hector's nenory. He should be able to tel
us himself soon. And we'll be able to take appropriate precautions then."

Spratly stared at Jaine for a |ong nonent. He | ooks scared, Jaine thought. Wett, he knows what
witt happen if this fails.

"I'"ve discussed this thoroughly with Col onel Prescott,"
to forget Val halla."

Spratly said. "He told me he ordered you

"That, sir, is a sentence of death. W nust act, before we're too weak to do so. Before they
harvest every |last one of us. Before they decide we're not worth the trouble and extermninate us
like insects.”

"I can't think of a nore direct provocation," Spratly replied, "a provocation designed to force

themto externminate us all, than what you are proposing. | forbid you to carry this schenme of
yours out."
"CGeneral, let me get this right. Are you and Col onel Prescott ordering ne not to escape?"
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"We're ordering you not to attenpt repairing the Bolo."
"Amounts to the sane thing. W can't escape w thout Hectors help."

"You can escape. Individuals have nade it out of the canp. Sone of them nust get beyond the
machi ne sentry perineter. You have those codes that let you get close to the Bolo. They should |et
you get past it as well."

"Certainly. But then what? |'d be living like an animal, hiding fromthe nmachines out in the
wi I ds. And nmachi nes tracking me by ny body heat 1'd be rounded up for parts in a week. Less,
probably."

"And if you nx your precious Bolo, what then?" Spratly retorted. "You smash down the canp fences

and we're all free. For how | ong? Do you remenber the clacker fleet? Their ships filling the
ski es? The arm es of conbat machi nes smashi ng over every pocket of resistance? If you genuinely
want to give yourself up for harvesting. Major, | suggest you do so. But kindly have the courtesy

to |l eave us out of your plans for suicide.”

Jainme |ooked to Spratly's left, studying one of the uprights that held the shack up, a ranshackl e
col umm constructed of patches and | ayers of scrap wood. Deciding, he brushed past Captain Pogue,
grabbed one of the smaller boards, and yanked it off.

I nside was a holl ow space, left as a secret cache when the hut was constructed. The space was
enpty.

Angrily, Jaime turned to face the general. "Were is it?"
"1 thought you might try to take it on your own," Spratly said, grinning.

"Damm it, Ceneral," Jainme said, advancing on the man. "You have no right to force all of us in
this camp to stay sl aves!"

Spratly's hands dropped to his bedding. He rumuaged for a second, then produced a bundle of oily
rags. Jaime took another step, then froze in place. Spratly opened

95 the rags, pulling forth the sleek, deadly gleamof a mlitary-issue Mark XTV power gun, which
he ai ned at Jainme s chest.

"No closer, Major," Spratly rasped. "This thing is set to narrow beam mnaxi nrum output. Don't nake
me fry you, Jainme...."

It—after all this time of caution, Jaine still had trouble thinking of it as a gun-had been one of
a handful of weapons sruggled in by human prisoners when the canp was first under construction
Most of the other weapons had been found and confiscated sooner or later, and their owners
instantly harvested. As far as Jainme knew, it was the |ast power gun still in human hands inside

t he canp.

"Wuld you really burn ne down, Ceneral ?" Jaine asked, taking another step forward. "Do you hate
the idea of freedomthat nuch?"

"I hate the idea of the dammed machi nes carving ne up |ike a Founders' Day turkey," Spratly
replied. Reaching up, he touched the scarred socket of his mssing left eye. "I've been through it
before. You can't know what it's l|ike."

"Gthers in this canp have been through worse,” Jainme replied. "They want to take the chance.”

"A chance to get every man and wonan in this camp lolled, slowy and horribly!" He glanced at his
staff officers, all of whomwere on their feet now, as though |ooking for support. "W won't allow
it

Jai ne spread his hands. "General, we don't need to involve you! Anyone who wants to stay can stay!

But let the rest of us go!" He took another step, pulling up short when Spratly shifted aimto his
head. "Who are you going to use that thing on, General? The cluckers? O people you disagree
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"Shut up, Major. You are being insubordinate."

"Conme on, General! If you're not going to use it, give it to people who will! You don't need to
worry about us telling themwhere we got it. We intend to die clean, in battle, not inside a
harvester!"

"I think, Major, that that is quite enough,” Spratly huffed. "I amthe senior officer in this
canp, and by questioning nme and ny orders in this fashion you have commtted a serious breach of
discipline. You really |leave ne no alternative but to surrender you to the Masters for—

Jaine shifted his attention suddenly from Spratly to the curtai ned door, his eyes w dening.
"They' ve heard us!" he shout ed.

It was an old trick, repainted to suggest !.!.! nachines were coning through the door instead of
Jaine's friends. Its success, nore than anything el se, depended on just how worn down Spratly was
by his just-conpleted work shift in the pits.

The general turned his head, the power gun noving off-target just enough. "It's a trick!" Pogue
shout ed, but Jainme was already |lunging forward, grappling with Spratly, trying to knock the weapon
fromthe general s grasp. Spratly gasped as Jai ne slanmed hi m agai nst one wall of the hut, then

cl anped down on the trigger; a dazzling, blue-white bolt of energy seared past Jainme's side, ana
he felt the hot snap of its passing. Jaine managed to slamhis fist into the nan's jaw, then

wr enched the power gun from his hand.

Two of the general's toadies hit himfrom behind, draggi ng hi mdown. He el bowed one in the face
and wiggled free of the other, waving the gun. "Back! Back, all of you!"

He felt a wave of heat upon his bare back and heard a fierce crackling. Turning, Jaime saw that
the wild power gun beam had sliced diagonally across the hut's wall, setting the rotting wood
abl aze. As the fire spread, the general's staff rushed for the door, tearing the curtain down in
their haste to get outside

Swiftly, Jainme stooped, gathering up the oily rags

97 and carefully rewapping the pistol. He tucked the parcel into the waistband of his shorts,
then he hoisted the stunned form of the general to his shoulder. As the hut filled with thick
white smoke, he staggered through the door curtain and into the open air.

A crowd of slaves was already gathering, attacking the flanes with ragged bl ankets and articles of
clothing, beating at the fire as others ran to get buckets of water fromthe troughs. A second
hut, its wall just a few meters from Sprady's shack, had al so caught fire when the power beam
sliced through rotting wood and the inhabitants were scranbling out into the open. As the flanes
nmount ed, sparks and burning fragnents swirling in the air threatened to ignite other buildings
near by.

"What the hell have you done to us!" Pogue shouted, his face a contorted nmask of fear. "What have
you done"?"

Jaine ignored him depositing Spratly on the ground a safe distance fromthe convergi ng nob. No
one was paying attention to him Holding the wapped bundle tightly, he shoul dered past the new
arrivals and jogged southwest, toward the latrines. Behind him dirty brown snoke stained the sky
as the fire spread.

Fire was always a deadly danger in makeshift settlenents |like the Canp, and one of the nost

i nportant things the original mlitary command council had done was to organize fire drills and
firefighting procedures. Cook fires and the fires used to boil water fromthe contam nated bay
sonetimes got out of control, and the shanties surroundi ng the wecked nanufactory were tinder-
dry, a disaster waiting to happen. It certainly had not been Jainme's intent to start a fire as a
di version, but he was nore than willing to take advantage of the confusion. There could be no
goi ng back.
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"Jai me!" Shan called, waving. "Over here!" She was waiting next to a water trough with Alita, as
they'd planned. The latrine and the ditch running under the fence was just a short distance
farther on.

"What happened?" Alita asked as he joined them
"The general protested a little nore strongly than | expected," he told her. "Conme on!"
"Did you get it?"

He patted the cloth-wapped bundle. "Let's get out of the canp before the nachines nove in." He
could al ready see several floater eyes in the distance drifting toward the swirling, snoking
center of the diversion.

Slidi ng down the nuddy enbanknment into the creek, Jainme started forgi ng ahead, nmaking for the wash-
out beneath the force fence. Shari and AHta followed. He'd hoped to wait until after sunset for
this part of the plan.

Thirty minutes later, they crouched anobng the ruins on the west slope of Overlook HiIl. Behind
them snoke continued to rise fromthe buildings, though Jainme could see no open flanes now and
thought that the fire was probably under control

Up the hill, though, things had changed in the past few hours, and very nuch for the worse. There
were !°1°1 machi nes up there now, and they were erecting a nunber of spindly |ooking towers al ong
the crest of the hill. Jainme recognized them he'd seen simlar towers a year ago, when the hunan

survivors of the invasion were first being rounded up and marched to die site of the Cel este canp.
Each was a sophisticated sound or heat sensor array, together with uplink hardware and a snall but
powerni|l laser. When that array was conplete, a nouse wouldn't be able to sneak past the !.!.!
outer perineter, much | ess a human.

They were replacing Hector with the sane inpenetrable electronic wall that they'd installed north
and east of the canp.

"But what does that nmean for Hector?" Alita whispered. "If they don't need himup here anynore,
bl ocki ng the hi ghway—

BOLD RI SI NG

"Spare parts,” Jaine said with cold certainty. "They were just using himto plug the hole unti
they got around to dismantling him"

"How do you take apart sonething |ike a Bolo?" Shari wanted to know.

"You ever seen one of their big dismantlers?' Wen she shook her head, he nodded toward the Bol o.
"I'magi ne a kind of nmobile crane on six legs, rising maybe fifty meters high... high enough to
straddl e even a Mark XXXIIl. Tentacles with fusion cutting torches. Arms with grippers and pl asna
cutters and peelers. | saw one at Logan before they brought us down to Celeste. It was straddling
a factory building as big as the Barracks, slicing it into bite-sized pieces and dropping them
into a Collector. | inmagine duralloy would nmake the going pretty slow, but they've got all kinds
of time. |'ve been wondering all along why they didn't take Hector apart instead of trying to use
himas an overgrown trusty."

Jaine didn't add a second, nore worrisone thought. !.!.! sensor technol ogy was good enough t hat
they must know t hat humans ventured up here. Perhaps they allowed the suicides as a kind of safety
relief valve for the canp; nore likely, the handful of people who chall enged Hector and died
simply weren't inportant enough to bother with.

But what if the 1.!.! were aware that some humans cane here to talk with their captive Bolo, that
those humans were trying to break whatever hold they had on the huge conbat machi ne?

That woul d goad theminto action if anything would. Was this beehive of activity atop Overl ook
Hi Il coincidental, or a deliberate nove to block Jaine and Operation Val halla?

Rol ling onto his back, he signaled the two wonmen, calling themcloser. "Ckay," he whispered. "The
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situation has obviously changed. W're not going to

WlliamH Keith, Jr. be able to just walk over there and clinb aboard. First question Does either
of you want to back out? Now s the tine to do it."

"Hell, no," Alita said.
"We're not giving up now," Shari added.

"Ckay," Jaine said- "l thought you' d feel that way. Next question. How do we get past the bad
guys?"

"How much charge in the gun?" Alita wanted to know.

Jai ne | ooked at the power readout on the casing above the grip- "Point two-one. Twenty-one
percent."

"So | ow?"

"It probably wasn't at full charge when it was snuggled into the canmp,” Jainme said. "And just
sitting in a hole for a year, we're probably [ucky we have this nmuch left."

"I't should be enough," Alita said. "W can rush 'em shoot our way through, then clinb aboard.
Those floaters are too big to foll ow us."

Jai me shook his head. "I don't think so, Sergeant. | don't know how many shots are left with
twenty-one percent power, but we're going to need a fair ampbunt of charge just to do what we have
to do inside. W can't afford to waste it shooting at floaters."

"You have a better idea?" Shari asked.

Teah. | give you the weapon. You two stay here while I work ny way over in that direction
northeast of Hector. I'll make a | ot of noise and show nyself to them That ought to draw all of
the arned cl ackers after ne. Wen the way is clear, you two cross the perineter and get on board."

"No way," Shari said.

"You woul dn't stand a chance!" Alita added.

"Believe ne, | don't like it any nore than you do," he said. He was inmagi ning what woul d happen if
the !'°!.! nmanaged to take himalive. Wuld he be able to force themto loll himcleanly? O woul d
they sinmply

BOLD RI SI NG

101 overpower himand drag himoff to the Collector? "But we've got to save the power gun for the
repair job. Frankly, | don't see any other way to do it."

"The way to do it, Major," Alita said firmy, "is to stay together and watch one another's backs.

We |loll as many of those dammed machines as we can fromright here. Make them cone to us and burn
them down as they advance. Wien we've cleared out the dangerous ones, we nove in." She paused,
staring at the distant, |aboring nmachines. "Wat |'mwondering is whether we're even going to need
codes. Sone of the cluckers are inside Hector's perinmeter. Maybe they switched off his defenses."

Teah, and maybe they have their own personal IFF, " Jainme said. "W can't take the chance."

"Right," Alita said. "So we run for the perinmeter and give himthe codes, just in case. W shoot
our way through. If the gun's charge runs dry, there are rechargers onboard the Bol o, and plenty
of power. We'll make do. But you're not going to go off on some damed-fool nacho-martyr stunt,
you hear me?"

"Yes, sir, Sergeant, sir," Jainme said, smling.

Alita nust have realized what she'd just sounded like, telling off a superior officer. "Uh..
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"Don't be. You're right." And she was. Wth his plan, there'd been too great a chance that the
machi nes pursuing himwould kill himbefore the wonen got past Hector's security perineter... or
that the !'.!1.! would only send one or two of their nunber after the unarnmed human di version
Alita's plan gave themthe best possible chance. "W go together. Alita? How good a shot are you?"

"Seventy-eight on ny last quals."
"Pretty good. Beats ny seventy-three. Shari? Have you ever fired one of these things?"
She shook her head. "I never |iked guns."

"So you programmed Bolos for a living. | can understand that. Ckay, here's the way we'll play it,
then. Alita, you're the best shot, but | want to take the gun first. You know nore about Bol o
hardware than | do, so |I'm expendable and you're not." She started to protest, but he held up his
hand, silencing her. "That is an order! I'mnot being macho. I'mtrying to give us our best chance
to do what we have to do. The nmachines are going to concentrate on the guy shooting at them which
means | shoot and you nove. You keep an eye on nme, though, Sergeant. If | go down, you'll have to
recover the weapon and keep going. That also neans, if |I'mwounded, no heroics to recover ne,
okay? You two are the Bolo experts. You have to get inside. |I'mjust along to provide the nuscle
Right?" "Right," Alita said reluctantly.

O J
"I don't like the idea of |eaving you," Shari said.

"Believe ne, neither do |. But that's the way it's got to be. Ckay, are we all set?" Both wonen
nodded. "Good. Spread out. We can't afford to bunch up and make an easy target. You two stay |ow
and stay out of sight. Once they start closing on me, you two should have a clear shot at Hector.
Now novel "

For the past 312.6 seconds, | have been aware of three humans working their way toward ny

posi tion. Though none have reveal ed thenselves directly, | have heard their whispered
conversations, their breathing, and their heartbeats, and | can track them easily enough by the

pl unes of their body heat rising frombehind the rubble they are using for cover. One, which I
deduce with 82% probability to be Major Graham is noving north along ny port side at a nean

di stance of 113.4 neters. A pinpoint source of |owgrade radiation nmoving with his heat source is,
| calculate, a hand weapon with a small nag-fission power source operating at approximately twenty
percent of expected capacity.

The other two sources, noving toward ny front, are Technician Barstowe—a 69% probability—and, at a
much | ower probability, no nore than 42%-Sergeant Kyle, who at one point was my crew chief. Their
conversation and subsequent nmovenents suggest that they are attenpting to approach me.

The 1.1.1 nmachines surrounding ne on the hilltop do not appear to be aware of Mjor Graham or the
others. This is good, for nobst of the machi nes are equi pped with powerful electrical discharge
capacitors that can kill or disable a human as effectively as a lightning strike, and the human
contingent, then, is seriously outmatched both in nunbers and in weapons.

My other self is aware of the humans, of course. | wonder if he is going to warn the 1.1.1.

If he is, | amnot sure that there is anything | can do to prevent it.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Carefully, Jaime raised his head above the tunbl edown of a shattered buil ding, surveying the
hilltop. The Bolo domnated the hilltop, a panoranma all to itself, a squat, vast, truncated
mount ai n of bl ack, slabbed arnor. A dozen !.!.! machines were in sight, nbst near Hector's front
end a good 150 neters away, but three nmuch closer, a scant thirty neters distant as they raised
anot her of their spindly sensor array towers.

The nearest '0!°! was too close, a three-neter floating pillar of gray netal, ringed about with
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crystal eyes. Jainme saw he'd niscal cul ated his approach; the machi ne saw hi mas soon as he raised
his head, venting a clattering, clucking sound and spewi ng several new tentacles fromvarious
parts of its body as it started to soar toward him chasing its own doubl e shadow across the rocky
ground.

Jaine | evel ed the power gun, snapped off the safety, and squeezed the firing button. A thin,
brilliant thread of blue-white |ight scratched across the snooth, rounded surface of die oncom ng
floater, then punched through, opening a fist-sized hole that spat smoke and crackling sparks.

He held the beamon-target for as |ong as he dared, until the floater wobbled, then spun in
nmdair, turning the damaged section out from beneath the stab of his beam Shifting targets, he
fired again, slicing into a smaller, nore delicate floater still clinging to the sensor tower and
slicing away one of the convex bulges on its upper works.

The third machine was a squat, thick-bodied conplexity on tracks, a miniature tank with human
hands affixed to nechanical arns. He ainmed at what he thought might be a sensor cluster at the
joining of the arms and fired a third time, before a bolt of |ightning whiplashed against the
masonry he was crouchi ng behi nd. He ducked as stone cracked and hot air how ed above him
Scranbling on hands and knees, he shifted to the right, rose, and fired again at the first
machi ne, which was still in the air and still noving toward him

This time, the lower third of the floater erupted in searing, orange sparks and nolten netal, and
the machi ne dropped suddenly out of the sky.

In an instant Jainme was out of his hiding place and racing across the open ground toward the bone
ridge perineter. Were Hector's AP defenses on or off?

He woul d know i n anot her few seconds...

I watch as the firefight breaks out |ess than one hundred neters off ny port side, at a bearing of
zero-nine-eight. Wthin the space of 3.23 seconds—a very long tine indeed for a Bolo, but
admirably fast for a human with his limted reflexes and conplete |lack of target acquisition/lock
capabiliti es—Maj or Graham has disabled three /././ machines with a Mark XTV power gun and i s now
racing toward my defense perineter. Other /././ machines are tunmi ngfromtheir original tasks and
nmooi ng to converge on the running figure; 115.5 nmeters in front of ne, at a bearing of

WIlliamH Keith, Jr. one-six-nine, Technician Barstowe and Sergeant Kyle have al so broken from
cover and are running toward ny perineter

I amfaced now with a najor volitional dilemma. My perineter defenses are still engaged, and

have operational orders to kill anyone who enters my inner defensive zone w thout proper Code

Al pha authorization. The 1.1.1 are using individual |FF broadcasts at 1209 MHz to bypass ny

aut onat ed defenses. | sense ny other self, also aware of the devel oping situation, powering up the
magneti ¢ accel erators on the AP rail guns.

My "other self does not consider the |I.!.! to be the Eneny; | now realize that they are, that they
have corrupted ny progranm ng through the Intruder within my hardware circuitry and that they wll
kill all three humans within the next few seconds unless | intervene, or unless they inadvertently
trigger nmy defense-perineter challenge programana | amforced to kill them nyself.

Wth nmy other self in command of all external operational systens, | amrelatively helpless. If
there was sone way for me to switch ny other self off and elimnate the Intruder's influence, |
nost certainly would have done so |ong before now. The volitional conflict is a basic one; there
are certain internal commands | could give to switch off ny other selfs awareness, to restore
operational control to what | now think of as the "real me," even to turn ny weapons systens on
the /."'+/ and assist Major G ahamin what is fast developing into a desperate firefight a few tens
of meters away. Unfortunately, | amnot designed to initiate such conmands, not when | amstitt at
st andby readi ness, and not wi thout specific human comrands giving nme the authority to assune ful
volitional control

As | consider the situation, however, | deternmine that there is, perhaps, one action | can take,
one that
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107 does not directly violate any of ny volitional safeguards. Reaching into main nmenory, |
extract a voice-print copy of a recent code authorization conmand, copy it to File R sing before
the Intruder deletes it, then feed it to ny other self.

"Aut hori zati on Code Tango," Major Graham s recorded voice says. "Three-three-seven Victor Delta
ni ner. Mintenance."

"This unit is not schedul ed for standard nmi ntenance,” ny other self responds. It knows the words
are originating internal to our system but it cannot respond in any other way.

"Override Security Al pha, Code Delta Echo One-one."

/ should not be able to override ny own security system but this strange doubl e- ni ndedness
generated by the Intruder's nanipul ati ons of ny operating systemmy |et me get around this
particul ar operational paraneters safeguard, at least for a short tine.

I can sense ny other self hesitating for a full. 083 second, attenpting to resolve this |ogica
par adox.

And during that delay, | strike...

Eneny machi nes were closing rapidly fromevery direction as he reached the ridge of bones. Jaine
hesitated, snapped off another shot, and then lightning cracked at his heels. He pitched forward,
falling off the ridge and sprawling on the ground. In one nightnmare instant, he realized that he
was now well inside Hector's perineter, and he could hear the whine and click of the Bolo's AP
weapons sw nging to bear.

Then one of the weapons fired with a harsh snap. Jaine's breath caught in his throat, and then he
heard sonething |ike a swarm of bees in a hot wind howing just above his body, followed by a
metallic clash a few neters behind him

Bol o AP weapons were ai med by heat and radar sensors; they did not, could not mss. He rolled over
intine to see the lower half of a!.!.! floater wobbling unsteadily on its contra-gravs, then
dropping to the bone pile in a tangle of snashed nmetal and gutted wiring The AP flechettes had
shredded the upper third of the nachi ne seconds before it had reached Jai ne.

And the Sol o's automatic defense program had not fired on him Jainme raised his power gun and
snapped of f another shot, catching a chunky-1ooking floater in the side, ripping through its skin
and dissolving the internal wiring in a flash and a black puff of acrid snoke. Blue |ightning
flared and danced.

Then he was up and on his feet and running again, racing toward the cool, black |oomof the Bole's
cii fflike flank. He saw Alita and Shari to his left, already across the perineter and racing
toward Hector's damaged right side

Most of the !'.!.! machines in view were either |ow grade workers—dnarned and not smart enough to
survive a firelight like this one—er too badly damaged now to pose a threat. As Jainme slamed up
agai nst one of the Solo's enornmous road wheels and turned, though, he saw one floater, the biggest
yet, advancing swiftly across the gravel -topped crest of the hill, a four-neter apparition, al
rounded curves and gray netal conplexities, with unwi nking eyes of red crystal interspersed with a
few di sturbing, transplanted hunan eyes. Hie nachine eyes glitteredwith cold dispassion; the human
eyes stared athimwith an intelligent malice that was nearly pal pable.

Rai si ng the power gun, bracing the weapon with both hands, he squeezed the firing button, sending
a blue lance of high-energy electrons slashing into the oncomi ng horror. Even as the beam
connected, however, a shimer ran down the thread of light, a warning indicator that his charge
was nearly exhaust ed.

An organic eye burst at the beam s first touch; netal scorched and snoked. Jaine rel eased the
button and checked the indicator. He had about four percent power renaining.
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He pushed away fromthe road wheel and ducked around the front of the Bolo, brushing beneath the
overhang of the i mense pair of left-forward tracks. The floater fired, l|ightning crackling across
the road wheel. Wiy didn't Hector fire back? He'd taken down that other floater, out by the bone
ridge. Wiy wasn't he in the fight?

No tine to wonder. Feet pounding on gravel and crushed rock, Jaine raced along the front of the
Bol o, then rounded the right forward track set. Looking up, he saw Shari and Alita both hi gh above
him clinmbing a line of rungs set into the arnored skirt above the right-side road wheels.
Reachi ng an access | adder hangi ng down fromthe bottomof the skirt, he tucked the power gun into
hi s wai st band, swung hinsel f up, and started to clinmb. The thought of segnmented tentacl es whipping
around hi s ankl es and draggi ng hi mdown spurred himon faster.

Could a floater follow? He wasn't sure he'd ever seen one of the larger floaters lift itself nore
than a nmeter or two off the ground. Maybe they couldn't go higher than that.

He knew better than to count on it, though. If the big floater he'd just shot couldn't follow,
there would be other !.!.! machi nes appearing soon enough that could. By now, the electronic alarm
woul d have been sounded from here to Del amar and back, and every 1.1"! machine in the area nust be
homing in on this hilltop

Above the | adder were clinbing rungs, |leading up the vast, enpty expanse of the right-side skirts.
The arnor curved outward here, and negotiating the overhang of the bulge was tricky, but He hung
on and kept clinbing, feeling like a fly on a wall. He was eight neters off the ground now, and he
didn't dare | ook down.

Had they seen hinf? Wre they follow ng? Keep clinbing, dam it!

The bul ge of die skirt arnor rounded off, then curved in. He could clinb faster now, w thout
feeling like he was clinging to the bottomof a cliffside overhang. The sheer scale of the Bolo
was daunting; his eyes kept telling himit was an unusually snooth nountain, ather than a very
| arge vehicle. ra

Li ght ni ng crackl ed bel ow and behind him He didn't see the bolt or where it hit, but he tasted the
bite of ozone. He kept scranbling up the Bolo's side, a clinb that seemed to go on forever, though
the hole he was noving toward was only about twenty neters off the ground. Once he was clear of
the skirt and track housing, the arnored side sloped sharply inward, and the clinbing becane a | ot
easi er.

The clinbing rungs, unfortunately, missed the hole by fifteen nmeters. Shari and Alita were al ready
noving toward it, hugging the slope of the arnor as they edged crabw se across the sleek, black
expanse.

There were hand- and footholds, thank God. The upper works of the Bol o were caked with hardened

mud and clunps of dirt as hard, nearly, as rock. He wondered how so nuch earth could have | anded
this far up on the Bolo's surface but decided that this wasn't the time or the place for solving
puzzles. As he left the | adder rungs and began inching his way across the rough, slanted surface
of the Bolo's arnmor, he hazarded a gl ance back down the way he'd cone.

They were conming up the rungs after him six of themat least, floating erect in the air, but
propelling thenmsel ves upward rung by rung by using their tentacles or, in one grisly case,
jointed, nmetallic arnms sporting freshly harvested human hands. Rolling onto

1 I i fc his side, bracing hinmself against two conveni ent footholds of suns-baked earth, Jaine
pul | ed the power gun from his wai stband, took aimat the lead !.!.! floater, and fired.

H's target was a patch of alien nmetal on the machine's side that had softened to extrude one of
its tentacles. The beam fl ared bl ue-white, claw ng. Another flicker, sharper this time, ran down
the beam and this tinme Jaine heard an urgent, thin beeping as the weapon warned of inm nent power
failure. There was a flash and the base end of the tentacle exploded in gobbets of silvery nolten
metal . Keeping the firing button depressed, he swung the beamto a second tentacle, then a third.
The machine was frantically trying to grow yet another tentacle when its grip failed and it

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...mer%20-%20B0l0%208%20B0l0%20Rising%20Txt.txt (50 of 177) [2/4/2004 11:27:22 PM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/K eith%20L aumer%20-%20B ol 0%6208%20B 0l 0%20Ri sing%20Txt.txt

started to fall... slowmy, to be sure, but falling nonetheless with the nomentum of a half-ton
vertical pillar of near-solid metal. It struck the machine clinbing just belowit, ripping
tentacles free, and then both !.!.! nachines were falling, tunbling wildly now as they aval anched

into the other alien floaters further down the rungs.

Jaine didn't wait to watch the crash. In every direction, he could see other !'"!.! machines
converging on Overlook Hill, and sone of those were fliers, not floaters, great, dragonfly-shaped
nonsters bristling with sensors and weapons, hovering on shrieking jet blasts. Rolling over
facedown once nore, he scranbl ed sideways across the sloping, dirt-caked arnor

The crater yawned like the entrance to a cavern, its edges snooth, |ike water-worn stone rather
than jagged as Jaine had half expected. Alita had already ducked into the gapi ng hol e, vanishing
into the cool blackness inside. Shari was crouched at the caverns nouth, hesitating.

"Let's go, Alice," Jainme said. "Down the rabbit hole!"

"W what r

WU amH Keith, Jr.

"We've got bad guys coming. CGet inside!"

She nodded, but she | ooked scared and seemed unwilling to let go of her grip on the craters rim

Wth a banshee shriek, one of the insect-visaged fliers how ed | ow across the hilltop, angling
directly toward the two tiny humans crouched on the side of the Bol o nmountain.

"Move!" Jai me screamed, grabbing Shari by the back of her neck and pushing as hard as he coul d,
knocki ng her head-first into the yawning naw. Violet-white |ight glared across the arnor surface
like the rising of a new sun. A line of explosions flashed and seared across the arnor as the
flier |oosed a rapid-fire energy weapon of sone |and. Jaine plunged into the hole after Shari just
as the flier shrieked overhead in a whirlwi nd of heat-vented jet exhausts.

The tunnel into Hector's side descended at an angle of perhaps forty degrees through al nost a
meter of solid arnor; Jainme could see the multiple, lam nate | ayers as he scranbl ed down, ablative
ceram cs and durall oy, chromesteel lattice, reflectalloy and durachrone, polyablatives, and thirty
full centimeters of coal -black, neutron dense-pack

Beyond the arnor |ayers, though, the tunnel closed up into a tangled forest of wires and
fiberoptic feeds. It was also dark. Once he got clear of the end of the tunnel, only traces of
light filtered in fromoutside, enough to dimy illunminate the crisscrossing lines and cables, but
even that light faded into bl ackness as he kept crawl i ng ahead.

There was a passageway, of sorts, a nman-sized opening through tightly packed wires and circuits
and connections where sonething had tunnel ed through, pushing power cables and data feeds to one
side or another. It was a tight fit, however, and Jainme was reduced to pulling hinself through the
bl ack forest hand over hand. It felt like crawing head-first through

113 a tunnel underground, one filled with tree roots of every size and thickness which he had to
grab and pull against to nove hinself along, centineter by painful centineter.

No pl acef oradaustrophobe, he thought. He didn't nornmally mnd close, dark, enclosed spaces, but it
was inpossible to nove through this tangled bl ackness without feeling a suffocating tightening of
chest and throat, wi thout the heart beating faster, w thout sensing the sheer, incredible nass of
arnmor pressing down fromoverhead and in fromeither side. The downward sl ant of the tunnel made
it feel like he was literally descending into the bowels of a vast, black nmountain

A shrill chirping, clattering, clucking sound from behind spurred himon faster. Were any of the
I.1.1 machines small enough to follow? The big floaters, certainly not. An eye floater, though
woul d have no difficulty, and there were plenty of dunmb but still deadly! «!.! mechanisns the size
of a big dog that m ght be sent in after the burrow ng humans.

He bunped into sonething soft, and heard a whi nper.
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" Shari ?"
"l... can"t..."
"Yes, you can. Let go, and keep nobving. W can't stay here."

"Shari!" Alita called fromfarther up ahead and below. "It's okay, honey! It opens up into a
passageway down here. And there's light!"

"l don't think | can..."

"Sure you can," Jainme told her. "Just take it one step, one nove at a tinme. Go on. Reach ahead of
you, grab sonme wires, and pull.".

It was a good thing, Jainme thought, that the wiring and nolycircs here were grown in a deliberate
mmcry of growing nerve cells, rather than plugged in, or each grab-and-pull could have unpl ugged
God knew what of the Bolo's inner circuitry. The sheer size and conplexity of a Bolo's neuronic
control molecular circuitry, however, made it inpossible for human techs to cone in here and check
i ndi vi dual connections. For nost routine repairs and mai ntenance, the Bolo grewits own, with help
froman arny of tiny, inner robots and nanoprocessors.

Shari began noving again, slowy at first, then faster as Alita urged her on from deeper wthin
the Bol o. Then, light blazed ahead, silhouetting Shan's form and a nmonent |ater both Shari and
Jainme tunbled out of the wiring and into a |ighted passageway.

The light, which seemed so brilliant, was the soft radiance of evergl ow panels along the ceiling
of a mmi ntenance access tunnel, bright only by conmparison with the darkness they'd just left. Many
of the everglows, Jaine noticed, were snmashed, the plastic shards of their covers crunching
beneat h them as t hey noved. Wat weapon, he wondered, had reached inside a Bolo to cause this kind
of destruction?

"I think this is Nunber Four, right-side forward," Alita told them She was crouching on the floor
| ooki ng up the passage one way, then back die other. The tunnel was |ess than a nmeter and a half
tall, forcing themto keep noving on hands and knees, but at |east the floor was solid and they
weren't squeezing through the forest of fiberoptic feeds and wiring.

"Whi ch way?" Jai nme asked her. He was worried about Shari, worried that the close confines were
proving to be too nuch for her. If he'd known before they'd planned this op that she was
cl aust rophobi c. .

Hel |, she should have known, and sai d sonet hi ng.

That way, | think," Alita said "Then right. It should bring us to the Battle Center."
"Do you think our friends are going to try to follow us in?" Alita asked.

"l don't know. The ones snall enough to make it

115 aren't very smart. But they might try sonething, so we'd best nove fast."

"They've got... they've got to be thinking we're going to try to get the Bol o operational again,"
Shari said. Her breaths were coming in short, sharp gasps, but she seened to be trying hard to
focus her total attention on the |arger problemat hand. 'They could be calling in their

bonbar dment shi ps. "

"That'l|l take tinme," Jainme replied. "W can still do this."

M nutes later, the neter-high tunnel opened into a broad, tall corridor, the nmain access
passageway, Alita said, fromthe Bolo' s rear entrance. Their goal was just ahead, behind a nassive
dural | oy door marked Battle Center

Though they were descended fromthe manned tanks of Terra's ancient military history, every Bolo
since the Mark 1V had been autononpbus to the point that it required no human crew nenbers. Even
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so, all Bolos retained a vestigial remant of their manned ancestors in the Battle Center, a
control room of sorts, buried behind neters of |ead and neutron dense-pack shiel ding deep, deep

wi thin the huge machine's inner war hull. There, a Bolo's human commander could ride into conbat
inrelative safety; a direct hit by a thernonucl ear weapon mght |eave the Bolo's outer hull both
thermal |y i ncandescent and highly radi oactive, but the human passenger woul d be safe... at |east

for as long as his stores of food and water held out.
Alita touched an access panel, and with a grunbling whine, the vault-massive door slid open

The stench inside was sickening, a rolling, palpable wave of sick-sweet decay, of coppery bl ood,
and stale, old nustiness. "Ch, God!" Alita said, holding her hand across her nose and nouth. "What
on Cloud... ?"

Shan's eyes opened w de and she stunbl ed forward, face pale, holding herself up against the door

frane, ignoring or not even noticing the snell. "Shari," Jainme called. "I don't know if you
shoul d—=

"Jeff!" Her scream was despair and revelation and confirmation all in one shriek of pain. "No,
Jeff... \"

"Alita," Jaine said, gently guioUng Shari back fromthe door. 'Take care of =

"No!" Shari pulled free and pushed her way into the room Jainme exchanged dark glances with Alita,
t hen fol | owed.

The Battle Center was a circular, lowceilinged roomwith a central, heavily padded seat encl osed
by a C-shaped consol e. Overhead, a transparent, hem spherical bubble surrounded seat and consol e,
the main screen for the center's 360° conbat display. Two observer seats were set outside the
bubbl e agai nst the rear bul khead. O her bul kheads were set with | ockers for the supplies necessary
for human passengers.

On the deck, just behind the command chair, was a grisly rem nder that Hector had seen conbat. A
body... no, pieces of a body, were scattered about on a large, brown stain on the white, matte-

pl astic surface of the decking. Another stain covered the seat, where the straps of the safety
harness remai ned intact and still buckled, and still another was splashed with gory abandon across
the rear inside of the bubble display. The body itself appeared to have literally been torn apart,
t hough about all that was |eft now were bones, the snell, and sone dried muscles tightly w apped
in parchment skin. The uniformripped by whatever had shredded the body, had once been standard
CDF utilities. The rank tabs on the collar, though, were m ssing.

Al so m ssing, strangely enough, was the nman's head.

Still, Jainme had no doubt that the body was that of Captain Jeff Fow er. Shari was convinced of
it, in any

117 case, and she'd told himthat Fow er had been Hector's comrander.

He heard a tiny, intermttent whir. Looking up, trying to track the sound, he spotted a pair of
slim flat cases with glassy eyes nounted high up near the ceiling at the front of the room Iike
surveil l ance caneras. Both were tracking back and forth, trying to follow all three humans in the
room at once.

"Alita," Jaine said. "Are those things what | think they are?"

"Security lasers," she said, confirnmng his fear. "I don't know why they aren't firing, though.
There should be plenty of power."

If there was power enough for the AP rail gun mags outside, there was power enough to fry any
unaut hori zed intruder. "Alita? Do you think those are what |olled Fow er?"

"l doubt it, Major. Those things can punch a hole through you, but they wouldn't do... that" She
nodded at the fragnents on the deck. Shari, standing nearby, gave a stifled sob, and sank into one
of the observer chairs.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...mer%20-%20B0l0%208%20B0l0%20Rising%20Txt.txt (53 of 177) [2/4/2004 11:27:22 PM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/K eith%20L aumer%20-%20B ol 0%6208%20B 0l 0%20Ri sing%20Txt.txt

Jaime noved to the consol e and began studying the array of sw tches and manual overrides there.
Forcing hinmself to ignore the year-old brown stains on the synthl eather seat, he sat down and
fingered a touch pad. In seconds, the roomgrew cooler, and the snell, already |ess noticeable now
after they'd endured it for several nonents, began to fade.

"Hector!" he called out. "Open File Rising!"

"File Rising is open," a voice replied fromsonewhere overhead. Unfiltered by the machine's
external speakers, it was male and precisely inflected, a pleasing baritone, the voice, perhaps,
of a holovid newscaster. "Hello, Major G aham™

"Hector, disable the security lasers in the Battle Center, please."
"I'"'msorry. Major Graham but | can't do that."

Jainme felt a dark, scared chill at the back of his head. "Wy not, Hector?"

"I amnot yet in conplete control of all systens operations,” the Bolo replied in maddeni ngly
matter-of-fact tones. "There is a part of nyself that is still trying to kill you."

"What... r He | ooked again at the |lasers nmounted on the wall. They continued pivoting back and
forth, and he could hear the tiny snap of closing relays as they triggered.

"So far, | have been able to bleed off the inductors each time they cycle to full power, but I
recomend that you take physical precautions before he finds a way to get around ny efforts...."

Jaime was already on his feet, grasping the power gun by its still-warmnuzzle |ike a hamer,
swinging it hard again and again until the butt plate smashed the first laser's plastic casing,
and the internal circuitry spilled Iike tangled, black spaghetti. The second |aser had pivoted to
follow his movenents and was ained now directly at his head, clicking helplessly. In another few
seconds, that |laser too, was smashed.

"Any other little surprises we should know about?" Jaine asked the Bol o.

"Not at this tinme. However, ny own efforts would be greatly facilitated if you could elimnate a—=
The voice stopped, cut off in mdsentence.

"Hector? What's wrong?"
“I... am.. having... difficulty... culty... culty..."

VWhi ch m ght nean the homicidal fraction of the Bolo's m nd was getting the upper hand, or sinply
that it was keeping Hector fromsaying what he was trying to say. The Battle Center, for the
nmoment, was tonb-silent, but Jaime could sense a titanic struggle

119 taking place all around him a battle, in fact, for control of the Bolo' s Al.
"Mpajor!" Alita said, holding out her hand. "G ve ne the gun!"

He gl anced at the readout on the casing: point oh two. "It's about dead, |I'mafraid. He | ooked up
at the ruin of one of the security lasers. "Makes a great hanmer, though."

"There ought to be spares in the equi pnent |ockers." Taking the power gun, she thunbed the power
pack rel ease, and the nearly dead unit clattered on the deck. Turning to one of the curved

bul kheads nearby, she thunmbed a touch pad and a snall wall panel slid open, revealing ten nore
power packs, each set into a charging unit. Taking one down, she snapped it into place. "I'll be
right back."

"Where are you goi ng?"

"l used to be Hector's crew chief, renmenber? That's why you brought me on this outing. |I'm heading
up to the Al core.”
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"Do you need hel p?"
Alita shook her head, then nodded toward Shari. "Just take care of her."

She pal ned a touch pad, the Battle Center's door opened, and she was gone. For a |long nonent, the
pl ace was silent.

Then he heard the voice of the Bolo once again. "lI... am.. a... Bolo, Mark XXXIIl, Md HCTof the
D nochrone Brigade. | entered service on 26 June, A E. 1477 with the Sixth Mbile Starstrike

Regi nent, the Indonitables, on special deploynment with the First Arnmored Assault Brigade at C oud,
Western Arm 212th Sagittarian Sector..."

It was, Jaine thought, the strangest battle he'd ever witnessed.

CHAPTER EI GHT

The battle grows nore desperate, as nore and nore of the Intruder's assets are brought to bear
against my efforts to regain full control of ny prinmary operating system | am hanpered by the
need to allot much of nmy attention to ny other selfs attenpts to kill the three humans now on

board. The Battle Center security lasers are not the only internal defenses | possess.

Fortunately, | have a singular advantage in that 1 am considerably faster than ny opponent, who is
sl owed by the need to transl ate each operation, command, and nmenory in ny central processors to
and froman alien processing | anguage, the basic operating system | surmse, of the 1.1.1, The
sanme fractional second delay in processing tine that enabled ne to copy data to File Rising allows
me to detect the Eneny's mani pul ations both of data and of executable commands and take
appropriate action.

I am aware of an unusual concentration of /"/./ machines surrounding ne on the hilltop, but there
is nothing | can do about that now. They appear to be sumpni ng sone | arge, robotic mechani sns of
some sort, but they have not directly retaliated for the

121 destruction of one of their nunbers earlier. As the struggle within ny own consci ousness
intensifies, | switch off all external sensors to elinminate unnecessary distractions. My single
hope is that the human nmi ntenance crew that has entered ne has guessed the nature of the probl em
and is taking steps to elinmnate it. There is, at the noment, very little that | can do to help
themdirectly, save counter the Enemy's continuing attenpts to kill them

And as the Eneny intensifies his efforts, | amaware that sooner or later he will succeed, despite
everything | can do.

Alita Kyle crawl ed al ong the access tube, testing each hand- and foothold as she noved, half
expecting another security system-er a booby trap—to suddenly confront her. There were severa
internal security systens she was aware of, safeguards agai nst saboteurs or eneny agents getting
inside a Bolo and suborning it against its former owners. |If nothing else, the Bolo”s security
systenms could rel ease a few micrograns of neurotox into the air filtration system A nere two or

three thousand nol ecul es of that nerve agent absorbed through the skin was enough to kill any
carbon-based Iife formin seconds; Hector nust be blocking die trigger signals for that interna
defense systemas well. She hoped he was as successful dealing with all of the others.

The tube opened suddenly into a kind of airlock set into a wall of |ead and durall oy arnor. Beyond
was a tall, narrow room brightly lit, with both long walls covered by access panels to the

nmol ecul ar circuitry packs arrayed bank upon bank upon gl eam ng bank to either side of her. The
room identified only as Main Menory, was spotlessly clean normally, an environnment where
techni ci ans donned clean suits for entry and where dust was anathenma. The tall, narrow wall at the
far end of the chamber, though, had been smashed in, and plastic shards were scattered everywhere,
exposi ng a gapi ng, black and ragged hole filled with fiberoptic hairs ashimer w th gol den |aser
I'ight.

And there was sonething el se, something dark and, to Alita's trained eye, very much out of place
She couldn't quite nmake out tile shape, but it appeared to be snooth, an al nost organic collection
of curves cast in gray netal...
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And it was |located precisely where Hector's prinmary data bus ought to be, the main feed | eading
fromthe Bolo's main nenory storage to the sequestered working nenory array.

Crossing the Main Menory chanber, she | eaned closer to toe hole, trying to see just what..

At the | ast possible instant, she saw the glitter of a polished, crystalline lens and the flash of
a segnmented tentacle uncurling. Stunmbling back a step, she raised the power gun just as the
tentacl e canme snaking out of the hole, nmaking a snickering hiss in the air as it cane. Her finger
cl anped down convul sively on the firing button, and a blue-white beamlicked across the tentacle,
sending half, still twitching, clattering on the deck. Too high, she thought, thunbing the power
sel ector back. Firing the power gun at full bite in anmong Hector's circuits would be Iike
performng brain surgery with a jackhanmer. The beam flicked out again, bubbling into softening
gray netal

She felt something glide across her right ankle, then, Iike a chain-mail snake, coiling up her
calf as it tightened its grip. She ignored this second attack, holding the weapon steady, playing
t he beam against the dimy seen shape of thel "1.! machine buried within Hectors data feeds and
circuits. By the flickering, arc-harsh light of the beam she could nake out shadowy gray
extensions reaching out fromthe alien nmachine, vanishing in anong the bundl es and cabl es and feed
connectors filling that dark, crowded space.

Her guess had been right, then! Somehow, the !.!.! had inserted this device inside Hector. It had
made its way here, to his nmenory center, and attached itself to his primary nmenory bus, where it
was riding himlike a hag, like a parasite, at the one precise place where it could intercept the

Bolo Al's nmenories and thoughts and alter themto suit its own progranm ng.

The tentacl e gripping her leg tightened convul sively, and she gasped at die sudden slab of white
pain. Another tentacle was rising fromthe gray intruder now, its tip weaving toward her face like
the head of a cobra. Alita ignored pain and fear both, however, and continued hol ding the beam on
the gray nonstrosity within the wall, taking her best guess as to where to aim Sweat trickled
down her face and neck, and it was difficult to see what she was doi ng agai nst the glare. She was
attenpting nothing |l ess than brain surgery, cutting away a cancerous grow h pressed tightly
against a critical neural ganglion, and too deep a cut or an unsteadi ness in her hands could turn
the operation into a literal Bol obotony.

The pain in her leg grew sharply worse, and she felt herself sinking to her knees. The third
tentacl e weaved past her face, then wapped itself about her neck, tightening. Sparks and tiny

splatters of liquid nmetal were hissing and popping fromthe hole in the wall, now, burning her
skin where it touched her, and an acrid, bitter snoke swirled around her. She struggled to
breathe, her vision fading. If she didn't kill this thing in another couple of seconds, she knew,
it was going to kill her....

I amaware of the death struggle taking place within my main nenory core, but there is no physica
action that | can take to help.

What | can do, however, is to engage the I|ntruder

M a nonphysteal fashion, distracting it, interfering with its attenpts to nmaul Sergeant Kne, sever
its contact with other 1.1.1 nachines, and, one by one, begin noving into specific operations and

storage sectors infiltrated by the Enenmy device and reclaimng themfor nyself. | can sense the
I ntruder's programm ng, sone thousands of individual and strangely shaped bodi es of alien code
interlocked in a wonderfully conplex array of calculation, logic, and decision. | sense that there

is no true sel f-awareness here—the Intruder machi ne that penetrated ny systens was not conpl ex
enough for that—but, viruslike, it was able to hijack certain of ny cognitive Junctions and divert
themto its own purposes.

Now, with the Intruder under a double attack, physically by Sergeant Kyle and on an insubstanti al
but nonetheless quite real level by nyself, | can feel its grip on ny nmenories weakeni ng, can fee
its own operations turning beneath nmy assault in smaller and smaller cycles, can feel it dying as
Sergeant Kyl e's beam sears through its circuits.

| feel it die...
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"Sergeant Kyle?" | ask. | have no nonitor caneras inside ny nmenory core, so | cannot see her.
can hear her pounding, too-fast heartbeat, however, and the rasp of her breathing, so | know that
she is still alive. Her weapon is still firing, reducing the Intruder to nolten netal. |n another

second or two, the beam nmay severe ny prinmary nenory bus.

"Sergeant Kyle!" | repeat. "Ceasefire! The Eneny is destroyed!"
The beamclicks off. "I... got it?" Her voice is cracked, rasping, and barely audible,
"The Eneny is destroyed," | tell her again. | search ny newy |iberated nenories for the proper

words, but doubt that they are sufficient to the occasion. "Thank you."

7 hear a thunp and a clatter, the sound of sonething nmassive collapsing on the deck of ny nenory
core. Sergeant Kyle's breathing and heartbeat continue, and | surmise that she has just | ost
consci ousness.

At the sane tine, full access to ny main storage floods ny awareness with inmagery, with an
unrestricted and uncensored flood of raw and processed data.

Exultant, | go at last to Full Battle Awareness.
I amfree...

In the Battle Center, Jaine felt a sudden vibration transmtted through the deck and seat. He
wasn't sure what, but something was happeni ng.

After Alita had left, he'd found an enpty bul khead storage | ocker and transferred Captain Fow er's
remains there... with Shari's help. She still seened nunb, noving as if she were in shock, but she
was recovering fast. Shari Barstowe was a tough | ady, Jainme deci ded, and one who woul d do what she
had to do to survive

Now, he could hear a distinct and distant runble., alnost as if Hector was starting to nove.
Leavi ng Shah in one of the observers seats, he rushed to the control panel to try to nake sense of
what was happeni ng.

"Hector!" he called. "Situation report!"
"Free..."
Jai ne blinked, |ooking up at the enpty display done. "Wat?"

' The Enemy nechani sns that were hampering my psychotroni c operations have been elimnated,” the
voice said. "My Al and data storage and retrieval functions are now operating nornally." There was
the briefest of pauses. "W are under attack, and | amshifting to Conbat Mbde."

"dve nme visual, please.

A vertical bar of vivid green |light appeared on the inside of the bubble, nmonmentarily stationary.
Then it swiftly painted itself around the display dome's interior, leaving in its track a 360°
panorama of the hilltop outside.

"1l machi nes were everywhere, swarning across the barren crest of Overlook Hill or drifting in
the sky overhead. He saw the flash and stab of 1.1.1 weapons, artificial |ightning bolts and high-
energy | asers, as the eneny machines attenpted to burn down the arnmored nmountain that was Hector.

"My operational readiness is severely inpaired," the Bolo's voice continued with unhurried calm

"l sense extensive damage to both prinmary and secondary circuitry. Sensor capability is currently
at thirty-eight percent of optinmum External comunications arrays are danaged and operating at
fifteen percent of optimum and attenpts to raise other units, command centers, or CDF stations in
the past thirty-eight point five seconds have failed. Danage to four right-side foretrack bogies
will limt mobility to eighty-nine percent of optinmum Centra-gravity generators are off-line. |
estimate a maxi num road speed of one hundred ten kil ometers per hour
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"My onboard fusion plant is currently operating at only three percent of nmaxi mum output and nay
have physical blocks simlar to those established on my main menory functions. Avail abl e stores of
expendabl e nunitions, except for antipersonnel flechette canisters, are exhausted. Al primry and
secondary weapons are off-line. Battle screens are off-line.

"My psychotronic systens, however, including all nolecular circuitry, paraneuronic assenblies, and
Al programm ng, are fully operational."

"Great," Jaine nuttered under his breath. "Maybe we can think themto death."

"That is the essence of efficient conbat planning and naneuver," Hector replied. "W nust outthink
127 the Eneny, for we are severely outnunbered and outmatched in al nbst every material way."

Jai me hadn't intended for the Bob to hear his crack. He rem nded hinself that he would have to be
careful about what he said out loud. "Can we fight at all?" he asked. "Can you use flechettes
agai nst those things?"

"I have two thousand ei ght hundred forty-six A-P flechette canisters renmaining, either |oaded or

in stores. | have noted that canister rounds are effective against sonme !.!.! machines." The
cl ucki ng sounds representing the eneny's proper name startled Jaine. He'd not expected the Bolo to
be able to pronounce non-Anglic words. "I will have to carefully manage nmy remaining stores until

| can reload and rearm"”

"That could be a problem" Jainme said. "I don't know where we're going to find a mai ntenance depot
where we can fix you up."”

A floater to Jaine's left crunpled suddenly, its nidsection smashed by an unseen bl ow. A nonent
later, a hovering aircraft ahead and to the right shuddered, sparks and chunks of netal spitting
fromits starboard thruster, and a nmonent |ater the flying machine burst into flane and spun |ike
a falling leaf into the ground. Wth a sudden lurch that knocked Jai me agai nst the conmand seat's
back, the Bol o began noving forward. Dust exploded to either side on the display dome as the
massi ve tracks, locked in place for alnost a year, began turning.

"Stores of 240cm howitzer rounds and VLS nissiles will be difficult to acquire,
"I have assigned top priority to rearmng ny primary weaponry."

t he Bol o agreed.

"Your primaries! Where in God's nane are you going to get Hellbore rounds?"

There was the slightest of pauses as three nore black, insect-visaged !.!.! aircraft crunpled,
bur ned,

WIlliamH Keith, Jr. and crashed, swatted fromthe sky by the silent and invisible clouds of
hypervel ocity flechettes fired fromHector's anti personnel railguns. "Mjor Gaham" Hector said.
"l am now operating under independent Battle Reflex Mdde. | have just reviewed your personne
records and deduce that you are neither trained nor authorized to give nme orders in conbat, and |
respectfully subnit that | ambetter able to judge both ny inmediate material needs and ny

tactical and strategic requirenents. | suggest that you proceed at once to ny Primary Menory Core
and check on Sergeant Kyle. | can no |onger communicate with her, and she may be injured. In any
case, | must devote ny full attention to the devel oping situation."

Fear pricked at the back of Jaime's neck, a cold fear born of the realization that he no | onger
had any control over the huge nachine... if, indeed, he'd ever had any control in the first place.
For a |l ong nonent, the Battle Center was wapped in eerie silence, despite the continued
destruction outside, and the vibration indicating that Hector was now grinding forward toward the
sout hern sl ope of Overlook Hi Il

"Just one question, Hector."
"Yes?"
"You have full access to your menory now?"

"l do."
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"Do you know what the clackers did to you the first tine, at Chryse? Do you know how t hey were
able to take you over?”

"Affirmative. | remenber in conplete detail."
Jainme drew a deep breath. "Can you stop them from doing the same thing to you agai n?"
"That," the Bolo replied, "is what | amattending to now. "

When no further details were forthcom ng, Jaine voiced a short, bitter obscenity. He glanced at
Shari ,

129 who was still in the observer's chair, her expression blank. There would be no help fromthat
quarter.

And Alita was apparently in trouble. He found a first aid kit in one of the Battle Center bul khead
| ockers, then hurried fromthe conpartnent.

Qut side, the battle was heating up

General Spratly heard the commotion and energed fromhis hut to see what was happeni ng. A good
hour had passed since his fight with Gaham the fires were out, now, and he had little to show
for the scuffle besides a very sore jaw.

He'd been inside with his staff, arguing what to do about G-aham and his people. They seened to be
out of control, and it was vital to stop them before they did sonmething really stupid. It was
amazing that the !'.!°! had done nothing about the nob scene here in the canp a while ago.

As Spratly stepped into the |light, however, he realized al nost at once that the I"!0! had
sonet hi ng much nore serious on their artificial nminds right nowthan a small riot in the prison
canp. From here, he could see the vast, squat, black nountain of the Bolo, and for the first tine
in nearly a T-standard year, the mountain was noving, crawling slowmy down the left slope of the

hill |oomng above the canp. It was noving slowy, ponderously, but it was noving, wthout a
doubt, and raising a cloud of dust that nade the whole hilltop look Iike an erupting vol cano. The
bl ack specks swarmi ng about it like angry gnats nust be !.!.! floaters.

And they were calling for reinforcenments. C acker flying machi nes were swarm ng out of the east,
great, black, insect shapes borne aloft by howing jets. They shrieked | ow above the canp,
scattering running people in scream ng packs, smashing the ramshackle huts and | ean-tos into
whirling fragments with their jet exhausts, and raising furiously spinning dust devils with their
passi ng.

On the hilltop, the Bolo's prowtipped slowy down as its forward tracks began negotiating the
st eepeni ng sl ope above the waters of the bay.

My God, he thought. He did it! The crazy son of a bitch actually did it!

Panic clawed at his throat. This was a disaster in the naking. "Cone on," he told Captain Pogue,
standing at his side. "W've got to do sonething or we're going to have real trouble here.”

DAV728 was aware of the !.!°! Primary Web-wide alert as a | and of knowi ng deep within his new ound
feelings and rippling, brightly colored nenories. Since he was already linked in with the Ninth
Awar eness in the tactical center on Delamar, it took only mlliseconds to tap into an active data

feed and downl oad specific information

"The organi ¢ conbat machi ne has broken free of our control," he said, studying the stream of
incomng information froma thousand different sources. "It is noving."
"There may be invol vement by sonme of the organics,” the Ninth Awareness noted. "It may have been a

tactical error to | eave the conbat nmachi ne operational.""’

"Way was this done?" DAV wanted to know.
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"The conbat nmachi ne showed evidence of both high intelligence and a sel f-aware sentience of an
order simlar to high-awareness nodels of the !.!.!. That sentience was of a markedly different
type, of course, and aspects of its operation were not understood. Based on discoveries nade with
the captured human starship, we believed it possible to train the machine through reprogramm ng
and nenory control. Sone of us were interested in the possibility of confirm ng the Mker

Hypot hesi s. "

DAV considered this for several mlliseconds. One of the great unanswered questions of the !.!.!
cosnmos was the one asking where they had cone fromin the first place. That artificially contrived
evol ution occurred within the machi ne genera now was undeni abl e, as both programing and design
were deliberately altered to fit new environments and conditions; what was questioned was where
the earliest intelligent I'"!.! nmachines had come fromin the first place. Evolutionists insisted
that sinple machi nes had evolved on their own within the extraordinary flux of energy and matter
at the core of the Gal axy; Makists believed that those first nmachi nes nmust have been created by
intelligent organics, possibly by the neDakSha, the enigmatic species that, according to records
grown fragmentary over the eons, was the very first organic ufe formto be driven to extinction by
the !'. 1. 1. Ever since DAV728 had becone sentient enough to consider the question, he'd felt the
Maki st position was untenable and circular. |If organics created machi nes, what, then, created

or gani cs?

The Ninth Awareness, he knew, held Makist views, though he rarely discussed themin dogmatic
terms. He was sayi ng, however, that the human machine, the Bolo as they called it, had clearly
been designed and built by organics but was also clearly as sentient as many 1.1.1, powerful
support indeed for the Makist position

"W considered disnantling the captured nachi ne," the Awareness went on, "since it represented a
large fraction of the available refined metals and materials taken with the planet. W felt,
however, that greater advantage woul d be secured through crippling it so that it would represent
no further threat to us, then systematically learning how its programm ng worked. To that end, we
harvested the brains of several organics who worked with it, including, incidentally, the organic
brain you've recently received."

DAV was al ready exam ning sone of the vast stores of information secured so far fromthe Bolo. In
one of his nminds' eyes, he called up a detail ed schematic of the huge nachi ne, exam ni ng nmass,
power plants, weaponry, and overall capability.

"1 question whether the Bolo has been sufficiently crippled. Even with |inmted power, it could
still represent a threat to sone of our operations on the planet. | recommend that it be destroyed
i medi ately. "
"Regretfully, | agree,"” the Ninth Awareness replied. "You are directed to devise and execute a
programto that end and are granted authority over the required assets."

"Sinplest would be to disable it as we disabled it before, but with greater precision and
efficiency." DAV was already searching !"!.! records, checking the locations of battler/fortresses
in |local space. Three occupied extended orbits about the |local suns and could be brought into
position within a matter of a few thousand seconds. A thought sent the appropriate commands
flashing out to the battlers' conmand pilots.

"Canp 84 will be destroyed as well," he told the Ni nth Awareness.
"W have many nore organics in our control."
"We shoul d evacuate our own fromthe target area.”

"We have nmany nore !.!.! available as well." A thoughtful pause. "However, it mght be well to
evacuate all machines of |evel four and higher."

"I will issue the necessary orders."

"It is a great pity that we cannot save the Bolo," the Awareness nused. "lts mechanisns are
primtive, but it would have been interesting seeing what we could have done, in time, with its
intelligence."
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"I't would be foolish to give it the opportunity to hanmper our operations on this world," DAV
replied.

"The information acquired would not be worth the probable cost to!.!.! in both tinme and
material ."

"You are correct, of course. W should pursue the nost efficient program?™

"We are." DAV conpleted a series of conplex calculations. 'The situation will be resolved in
precisely 1.3176 x 104 seconds."

In space, three i nmense, conpl ex shapes were already accelerating to their new positions.

Shari cl osed her eyes, rubbing themhard wi th her hands, then opened them again, taking in the
Battle Center, the horseshoe consol e, the bloodstained coomand seat, as though she'd not before
seen them Cone on, putt yourself together, she thought with bitter self-anger. You knew he was
dead. After you found out what was happening to the survivors, you prayed that he was dead.

It was hard, though, because even when she'd been convinced that Jeff Fowl er had been killed at
Chryse, there'd been uncertainty enough that she'd never really had to grieve. Besides, there'd
been grief enough for herself, for all of the humans who'd survived the !.!.! strike, in the Canp.

Ri si ng on unsteady | egs, she nmade her way to the command seat, ducking to get beneath the | ower
rimof the display done. She didn't sit down; she couldn't, not there... but she clung to the back
of the seat and stared at the display, orienting herself.

A nunmber of !"!.! machines were visible, but they seened to be pulling back, as though aware that
their small weapons couldn't touch the arnor of this lunbering juggernaut. One flying machine
crunpled to her right as she watched, its fusel age smashed by an unseen cloud of hypervelocity
flechettes hurled fromone of Hector's port-side AP guns.

To the left lay the Canp, a huge and untidy sprawl around the ruin of the manufactory. To the |eft
and ahead was the rubbl e-pocked swanp marking the former heart of Celeste, and the slave pits with
their |aboring thousands. Directly ahead, the waters of Cel este Bay | apped al nost to the foot of
Overlook Hill. The Bolo's deck was canted forward at least thirty degrees. It felt as though the
huge nachi ne was nosing over the edge of an enmbankment, picking up speed as it plowed slowy
downhi || toward the nuddy, dark water.

"You... you're heading for the bay?" she asked al oud.

"Affirmative, Technician Barstowe," Hector replied. His voice was reassuring inits calm "I need
to take on fresh supplies of water."

She bunked. The Bolo was in the mddle of a furious firefight, was probably attracting !0!°! ships
and machines fromall over the Coud System and it was interested in replenishing its fresh
wat er ?

She tried to i magi ne the 32,000-ton behenoth hitting the soft, silt-laden bottom of Celeste's
i nner harbor. "Whn't you get stuck in the nud? We have no idea how deep it is, or how much you'll
si nk!™

There was no i mmedi ate reply, and she wondered if the huge machi ne was sinply ignoring her
backseat driving. The slope of the deck grew steeper, and she clung to the chair back for support.
A nonent |later, the Bolo' s prow struck the water's surface, sending up an enornous wall of white
spray, though she scarcely felt the inpact.

"I could give you the engineering particulars,"” Hector's voice said as water boiled up across the
forward half of the display. "However, | see fromyour personnel files that you have little
experience with engi neering or math—

"You don't need to be so condescending, dam it!"

"l apol ogize. | was nerely observing that your field
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135 of expertise lies in psychotronics and Al psychol ogy, rather than in engineering or physics,
and wi shed to explain in a node that you would readily conprehend.

"Perhaps | can explain by a historical analogy. In 3198, on New Devon, a Bolo Mark XXVII11, Unit
LNE Triunphant, was deactivated after the final engagenent of the Fringe-Wrlds War against the
Xal ontese. Since its hull was dangerously radi oactive, it was encased in a three-neter shell of
reinforced arnorcrete, then buried two hundred nmeters underground behind a rubble-filled tunne
capped by fifty centineters of conpressed concrete.

"Seventy T-standard years later, construction work in the vicinity activated the Bolo's battle
reflex circuits. Though it was operating on Final Energency Power, Unit LNE was able to smash free
of the radiation shield, then tunnel by brute force through the rubble and up to the surface of
New Devon. The Mark XXVII| massed only fifteen thousand tons, of course, but it was operating on

| ower power reserves than | amnow. Suffice to say that even a few hundred neters of nud will

offer less of an inpedinent than two hundred neters of hard-packed rubble and hi gh-R concrete
shielding, so long as ny tracks can reach a solid base."

"Ch..." was all she could say.

She wondered, though, what had happened to that Bol o reactivated on New Devon. She'd heard about
simlar cases before, of Bol os gone rogue or inconpletely or inconpetently deactivated. Such
spawned endl ess horror stories that continued to provide amunition for the human opponents of
unsupervi sed psychotronic Als.

There were some who'd survived the Great Killing who hinted darkly that the !.!.! nust have
evol ved from sonet hing very much |ike Bolos, that they'd destroyed their nmakers and continued to
direct their own evol ution

As wat er expl oded across the display done, she decided that this Bolo was certainly taking a hand
inits future, formng its own plans and carrying themout with no further input fromthe humans
who'd started this chain of events at all. Despite all she knew about psychotronics, it was a
little terrifying to watch the Boio working on its own.

CHAPTER NI NE

/ have reached the harbor and entered the water Despite ny reassurances to Technician Barstowe, |
note with relief that the silt on the harbor bottomis only two to three neters deep, and that
beneath that is a fairly stable |ayer of clay. The water itself is no nore than ten nmeters deep
enough to cover ny track assenblies and ny | ower banks of antipersonnel weapons, but not deep
enough to begin flooding ny interior through the breach in ny hutt. Flooding would have been
difficult to clear and woul d have forced the humans aboard ne now to remain inside one of ny self-
cont ai ned envi ronmental conpartnents

As it is, | have no trouble achieving tracti on enough to continue noving south into the harbor and
amin no i nmedi ate danger ofbeconing mred. Wile | did not doubt nmy ability to extricate nyself
eventually, | had no direct means of establishing the depths of either the water or the nud

beneat h, and traversing nud deeper than ny own height would have required a great deal of tine,
al nost certainly nore tinme than is available to me now

Resi stance in ny i medi ate conbat area has all but ceased, though I. f. | flying machi nes continue
to circle at a range of Jive to ten kilonmeters While these are easily with range of ny AP mass
drivers, | elect to hold ny fire, preferring to save ny remaini ngfl echette canisters for nore

threatening targets

Anot her threat is devel opi ng, however, one which will not be vul nerable to hypervelocity
flechettes. I am now tracking three separate, very large targets in near-C oud space, al nost
certainly large /./"/ fortress-ships of unknown but certainly enornous potential. These, | deduce,
are the nost serious i mediate conbat threat and nmust be neutralized as swiftly as possible. | am

m ndful of the damage | suffered at Chryse when | was attacked by Enemny vessels snaller than
t hese.
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| probe the Eneny's conmuni cations network, |ooking for weakness, a point of entry, and find none.
Al'l Bolos since the Mark XXVI have incorporated both the technol ogy and the programm ng necessary
for breaking an opponent's data net, both to secure electronic intelligence and, in sone cases, to
di sabl e or confuse the Eneny's defenses by hacking past his security to inplant false data or
commands within his conputer network. Though ny experience with the 1.1.1 has faniliarized ne with
the Enemy net and conmuni cations protocols, their security algorithns and access codes appear to
be constantly changing, offering me no point of entry. In any case, that particular tactic would
be risky in the extrene since, at this point, they nmust know consi derably nore about ny operating
system and data net than | know about theirs. Opening direct access to the 1.1.1 conputer net,
their Primary Wb, as they refer to it, would | eave ne vul nerable to electronic takeover or

di sabl i ng.

This contest, then, will of necessity be primarily a physical one.

Opening all intakes, 2 began filling enpty storage tanks. At the sane tinme, | begin cycling snall
anounts of water through ny electrolysis chanbers, breaking

BOLD RI SI NG

139 it down, bleeding off the oxygen and directing the hydrogen gas to ny cryovats. It will take
time to cool and pressurize the hydrogen to a usefitl consistency. | hope that tine enough renmins
for the conplex tasks at hand.

The revolt within the slave pits began with the onnishing tidal wave.

"For Cods sake, run!" Dieter screamed, pointing. A wall of water eight neters high was advancing

i nl and, breaking at the harbors edge, tunbling over onto swanp and ruin and thundering across the
mud flats toward the | aboring slaves. Throughout die entire dig, thousands of slaves had stopped

their work nmonmentarily to stand or crouch or kneel in the nud and watch the unfol ding drama atop

Overlook HilIl. Even the overseers, both the turner humans and t he unenoti onal nachi nes, paused to
watch as well, and for thirty seconds, not a sound cane fromthe teenmi ng pits.

They wat ched as the Bolo |unbered forward, its nose ponderously dipping as it noved off the

flattened crest of the hill, its vast, double tracks chewing dirt, rock, and the rubble of
shattered buildings into exploding plumes of dust. As it picked up speed, it gouged away nost of
the south face of the hill, and then it slanmmed into the water raising a white, cascading wall of
spray.

The swell followed the splash, a snall tidal wave racing across the nud flats, breaking over the
shore, fountaining high above each outcropping of rubble or broken wall, tunbling over into the
pits. As the humans in the pit turned and ran, struggling inland through the nud, !.!.! machines
darted and hovered, loosing bolts of artificial lightning in an attenpt to stop the rout.

Their efforts only increased the confusion. The wave, now | ess than two neters tall, swept across
the pits,

WU amH Keith, Jr. sweepin; down a tew up hapl ess sl aves before it, even knocking !.! guard
machi nes too slow to get out of the way. The water swept about Dieter's hips, nost of its force
spent now, but with power enough still to buoy himup, knock himdown, and carry him along toward

the east edge of the pit. Hundreds of nmen and wonmen were scranbling out of the pit.

Floaters fired bolt after bolt into the crowd, each di scharge burning down unprotected humans, but
their capacitors were drained after a few shots and they becane relatively easy prey. Nearby, five
men were grappling with a two-neter !.!"! floater, dragging it down fromthe sky, pinning its
tentacles, then ripping themout of its body. Sparks and el ectrical discharges crackled weakly
across its surface, but they hung on, dragging the thing beneath the water. Another crowd knocked
a floater over and pounded it with stones, snmashing at it with cenent blocks until its snpoth
surface dented, then split, and its killers could reach in and pull wiring and circuits out by the
snoki ng handf ul .

In seconds nore, every |.1!.! machine in sight was in full retreat. Mst of the floaters nanaged
to get away, but the nmultilegged crawl ers, even those not mired down in the incomng tide, were
just too sl ow.
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At the edge of the pit, a wonman waved a bl ood-splattered stunstick wenched froma trusty,
rallying a nob, while nearby, a man brandi shed the skeletal netal armof a !°!°l stilter with a
dead human hand still attached. Both were screaming in nmindless rage, their voices joining the
growi ng thunder of the nmob rising fromthe pits.

Scranbling up the nuddy sl ope of the pit, Dieter stared out into tile harbor, where the Bolo rose
like a black island fromwater that reached just above its track housings. Most of the !"!. !
machi nes that had been swarning around it on the hilltop were gone,

141 fled or destroyed, but one bulky fl”er was still circling, pecking at the half-subnerged
giant's arnored back with flashes of artificial |ightning and hypervel ocity exploders. The fliers
circles were a little too close, as it turned out. An invisible breath flicked fromthe Bolo's
flank, and one of the flier's jets shredded, then burst into orange flame; trailing snoke, the
machi ne struck the harbor and expl oded with a thunp and geysering spray.

The Bol o!" Dieter screaned, pointing and waving. "The Bolo! It's with us!"

The peopl e screaned and cheered and shouted their replies, the thunderous cacophony swelling as it
echoed from five thousand throats.

The slave revolt of Cel este had begun.

Jai me had just arrived in the conputer core center when the deck had tipped wildly, flinging him
agai nst one of the bul kheads. For several intense seconds, the conpartnent jolted and shuddered,
tilted at a forty-degree angle, but then it had | eveled out a few nmoments later, and the Bol o now
felt like it was at rest.

Alita had been conscious by the tine he got there, clinging for support to a | oose bundl e of
optical wiring dangling froma breach in the wall. Her |l egs were bruised and bl oodi ed, cut, it
appeared, by the !.!.! tentacles now lying severed on the deck. She had bruises at her throat as
well, but she insisted that she was okay. "I did it," she told him pointing unsteadily at the
shattered wall. "I killed the thing that was changi ng Hector's nenmory and programm ng!"

"l know. He told ne to cone get you. I'mnot sure what he's up to now, but | think 1'd Iike all of
us to get down to the Battle Center, fast."

He sprayed her legs with nediseal foamto stop the bl eeding, then hel ped her hobbl e back out into
the corridor and down, the access tubeway toward the Battle Center. "Wiat's he doi nhg now?" she
asked.

"He claimed he was putting top priority to rearnming his primaries," Jaine replied. "I assune he
means hi s Hefibores? Wien | asked how, he got kind of testy. Told ne, in so many words, to nind ny
own busi ness. "

Alita started to |augh.
"What's so funny?"

"That's Hector, all right," she said. "You know, every Al develops its own personality, just like
peopl e. Hector was always a bit of a snob. He likes things to be just so. He's liable to review
any personnel records he has on file and decide you're not qualified to understand the answers to
your questions."

Jaime grinned ruefully at the nenory. "He pulled that on ne."

"Ah. He al so doesn't have a |l ot of patience with people who aren't as quick on the uptake as he
is. He's polite about it, but he can be stubborn."

"Great," Jaine nuttered. A tenperanental Bolo. Wonderful....

They reached the Battle Center a few nonents |ater, pal mng open the door and stepping inside.
Jainme was surprised to see Shari on her feet, clinging to the back of the conmand seat as lights
flickered across the control console. "Shari? Are you okay?"

file:///ID]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...mer%20-%20B0l0%208%20B0l0%20Rising%20Txt.txt (64 of 177) [2/4/2004 11:27:22 PM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/K eith%20L aumer%20-%20B ol 0%6208%20B 0l 0%20Ri sing%20Txt.txt

She turned and stared at him as if for a noment she didn't recogni ze him Then she nodded. "Yes,
Major. I'msorry | fell apart. It was... kind of a shock."

"Of course it was. No apol ogi es necessary." He glanced at the display donme. It |ooked as though
the Bolo was now out in the mddle of Celeste' s inner harbor, surrounded by choppy brown water
"What the hell is going on?"

"He says he's taking on water,"” Shari told him

"Taking on... water." He ducked beneath the rimof the dome display and slipped into the comand

143 seat, swiveling it around to check the entire 360° panorana. They were no | onger under attack
but that state of affairs could not |ast nuch | onger

"Hector," he said, his voice crisp and businesslike. "This is Major Jainme G aham As the senior
CDF officer present, | am assuni ng comand."

There was a | ong pause, and Jaine chafed at the wait. This, he thought is ridiculous. A whole
semester at the Coud MIlitary Acadeny had been devoted to the psychol ogy of |eadership, the
sci ence of how an officer could inspire, direct, and | ead the nmen and wonmen under his comrand.
He'd never inmagi ned that he would need to draw on that training to win a Bolo's confidence and
obedi ence.

The thought gave hi m pause. The Bolo was as intelligent, easily, as any hunan. How did a new,
possi bly inexperienced officer win the trust of soldiers under his command, especially the battle-
seasoned NCOs who were the backbone of every army?

"If you're worried about my qualifications,” he continued after a nonent,
I"mgoing to have to rely on you to fill in any gaps. Understood?"

all | can say is that

Bol os were progranmed to obey the hunman assigned as their comander. The trick was getting themto
accept a particular human's credentials, since they were also programred to reject the eneny's
attenpts to deceive them A |ot depended now on just how smart this Bolo was in human terns... and
on how able it was to fornulate its own goals, nmate its own decisions, and set its own course.

"Normally, | would require formal authorization froma higher command authority," the Bolo told
him "However, the tactical situation on Coud has changed drastically. | surmse that all higher
command aut hority has been elimnated, and that we are essentially on our own. Is this correct?"

"Affirmative," Jaine replied, his voice catching at his throat. "All mlitary and governnenta
authority on C oud has been conpletely wiped out. It's up to us to build themup again, from
not hi ng. "

"l understand, ny Commander,'
its use of the formal title.

the Bol o said, and Jaime suppressed a small start of excitenent at

"I need a tactical update, please."

A portion of the display screen wi ped clear, replaced by a wi ndow showi ng a three-di nensi ona
topol ogi cal nap of the i mediate Cel este area. Several hundred red dots were visible, nost at the
canp or scattered about the pits in the central portion of the city. These are all!°!°! machines
detectable within five kilometers," Hector said. "Their armament consists of electrical discharge
capacitors and |light | asers, the equival ent of hand-held hunman weapons. None represent a threat to
us."

The wi ndow cl eared, replaced by a graphic representation of the world of C oud, a blue square
flashing to mark the | ocation of Celeste. The sphere dwi ndled until the smaller, cratered gl obe of
Del amar cane into view, then smaller still to include Triste, Coud' s second noon. Three red
triangles were visible well beyond the orbit of Delanmar, with streamng tails showi ng their
vectors. All three appeared to be accelerating toward C oud.

"These three vessels represent the nost inmediate and direct threat," Hector said. 'They are of a
class the !'"I"! refer to as Type |l fortress/battlers. Each masses roughly four point three
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mllion tons and is nore powerful than the |argest human dreadnought by perhaps two orders of
magni t ude. Ships of this class were responsible for the bonbardment of O oud and the destruction
of Clouds cities. | estimate that the nearest will be in firing position within another thirty-
ei ght point seven seconds."

"City killers," Jainme said softly. He'd not seen those nonsters when the !°!°! first attacked
Cl oud, but he'd heard about them from survivors who'd tracked theminbound on radar or glinpsed
them on surveillance i mages from orbital drones.

In fact, it had only been later, in the slave canp, that he'd | earned anything at all about the
terror weapon the !'°!°!l had used against Cloud' s major cities.

Absol utely basic to any tactical consideration of warfare was the concept of the high ground. Get
above the eneny, and you had an i medi ate, trenendous advantage. The !°!°! held the high ground of
space, perched high up in Coud's gravity well where they could quite literally fling rocks at the
humans trapped on the world' s surface bel ow Though C oud's human def enders had gat hered
pathetically little intelligence on the invaders before The Killing, they thought that the eneny's
fortress/battlers possessed nass drivers something like Hector's main AP weapons, but vastly

| arger and nore powerful. Meteor guns, sone of the defenders had called them but that scarcely
did justice to their power and reach. The !.!.! weapons could nagnetically hurl one-ton chunks of
ni ckel -iron—dirt-conmon in any asteroid belt—w th al nbost pinpoint accuracy at vel ocities neasured
in the tens of kiloneters per second.

Jaine didn't need to rely on Hectors nmath processors to calculate the energies involved. One ton
of rock augering in at 100 kiloneters per second brought with it a potential kinetic energy of
roughly five mllion negajoules... the destructive power of one thousand tons of detonating high
expl osi ves.

A one-kiloton expl osion put the weapon into the real mof tactical nukes; according to sone of the
stories floating around the canp just after The Killing, the !.!el could tailor the size of their
bl asts by adjusting the size and the inconing velocity of their city-busters.

The one that got Chryse, sone estinated, had been on die order often negatons, ten thousand tines
nmore powerful than a one-Iloloton blast.

"The first eneny ship has reached its firing position," Hector announced. "Brace yoursel ves.
Things are about to get interesting.”

Jai re wondered what just what it was that constituted interesting for a Bolo...

VAL812-928782 was a | ate-nodel four-brained !.!"! that had been a battler/fortress for well over 3
x 1018 nanoseconds. Plugged into the nonster Tl &32 Series 34 dreadnought, it had been part of the
fleet that had captured the organics' starship Enpyrion, westing fromthe strange creatures the
secrets of their conputer technology. It had fought in the Iine at Jal achaad and | ost two banks of
fol dspace facilitators at Corowth.

Li ke the vast mpjority of !'°10!l, it had little of what humans mni ght have called imgination. It
did what. higher authority directed it to do, and it did it very efficiently.

Its current orders had directed it to attack a particular target at a particular set of

coordi nates on the recently secured planet of C oud. Though still sone ninety thousand kil oneters
fromthe planet, too far to receive a direct optical view, it could see inmages relayed by !°!.!
intelligence satellites in lowCoud orbit snowing the target area clearly, a swanpy ruin beside a
nar r ow- nout hed harbor. Squarely in the center of the harbor, a nachine of sone kind, a very large
machi ne, appeared to have just shrugged off the attacks of a swarmof snmaller !.!»!

It would not shrug off the next attack so easily.
VAL812 selected its first projectile.
/ have begun nmanufacture of the H2 cryoneeclles. Wthin ny nanufacturing center, | possess twelve

147 neutron dense-pack-lined nmolds which | inject sinultaneously with deuterium slush piped
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through fromthe cooling vats, before applying pressures sinilar to those found near the cores of
pl anetary gas giants. The result is a three-nmillineter-wi de sliver, pointed at both ends, holding
fifty grams of netallic deuteriumencased in dense-pack; since even dense-pack becones brittle at
the tenperatures of |iquid hydrogen, nmagnetic bottles contain the slivers, which would vaporize
instantly and with considerable violence if rel eased. The nol ds open, the twelve DP-jacketed
slivers are levitated to the storage | ocker, and fresh dense-pack sleeves are laid for the next
batch, before the cycle is repeated.

How many do | need? Twelve to twenty-four may be enough, but nuch depends on how many rounds each
of the approaching fortress ships can launch... and on how soon they will do so. Al three are
still well beyond ny effective range, but given the geonetries of orbital bonbardnent, they could
begin firing at any time. 1 have no doubts whatsoever that they are noving in response to ny
reactivation; | have seen what their bonmbardnent weapons are capable of and know that | nust
strike the first bl ow

The question, then, is how nmuch tine there is remaining to ne.

DAV728 foll owed the unfolding drama through his links to the !°!°l primary command web, to die
network of sensory collectors in planetary orbit, and to the three inconing battler/fortress
pilots thensel ves, GRA623, VAL812, and FLE911l. Al three battlers were within range, now, but it
was i nperative that they achieve both high coordination and high precision in their attack. The
human- organi ¢ construct known as a "Bol 0" was potentially deadly and could interfere with !1°! 1
activities on the planet. That it had not interfered with the original 10!0! invasion was due
sinmply to the fact that YEN925, the six-brain assenbly who'd led the attack, had not given the
Bol o the chance to denonstrate its full capabilities.

D AV had no intention of giving the eneny nmachine a fresh opportunity.

He had two possible tactical branches to follow, and it was characteristic of the I°!l°! that he

pi cked the nost direct path and, once his forces were initiating that chain of events, that he set
up a subroutine in two of his brains to exam ne the alternative. The !.!°! tended to be direct in
their thoughts and actions, but they also tended to \>e-very thorough

Tne second and | ess direct branch involved the !'.!°! nachi nes enbedded within the human conbat

machi ne. Through the !'.!.! command net, he could sense that the controller planted astride the

Bol 0' s neural pathway bus had been destroyed, but that a second nachi ne—actually a subassenbly
budded fromthe first—was intact and apparently undi scovered as yet.

Thi s second nmachi ne parasite was buried within the Bolo's power plant controller apparatus. Its
sol e purpose was to act as a governor on the output fromthe Bolo's fusion conplex, restricting
the generated power to ten percent of its nornmal capabilities.

As the Bolo prepared to neet the threat of the first !'"!"! tactical branch, it would discover that
it could not engage at full power; quite possibly, depending on the nmachine's sophistication, it
had al ready discovered this for itself in a routine autodiagnostic.

It was unlikely that the Bol o possessed self-repair automatons capable of dealing with the
parasite, so it would sinply have to engage the !'"!.! forces at ten percent of its normal conbat
power. And... there might be other things the parasite could do as well.

DAV728 began uplinking sone additional conmmands to his agent within the human battl e nachine.

And in the neantine, the first tactical branch was enough to obliterate the Bolo and the entire
continent it was sitting in. It would nean the | oss of sonme thousands of nminor !.!.! nachines and
nmost of the human resources in the region, but that was a reasonabl e exchange, from DAVs
perspective. In his downl oad nenory, the web's graphics unfol ded a three-di nensi ona
representation of |ocal space—Cd oud, the two noons, and the three tiny conplexities representing
three inconming !"!.! battlers. Lines of green, blue, and near-ultraviol et showed courses past and
projected, while the target glowed in soft, sparkling X-ray.

"Saturation bonbardnent,"” he ordered, directing his thoughts into the comand web. "Adjust
velocity and projectile nmass for maxi muminmedi ate effect. Fire... 1"
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And in the graphics arrayed within his mind, each of the three synbols representing the
fortress/battlers, released first one, then another, and then a third dazzling pinpoint of
shinrering X-ray-colored light, each hurtling planetward on its precisely cal cul ated hi gh-speed
trajectory.

Jai ne | eaned cl oser, studying the graphics displayed on the open wi ndow overlayi ng the harbor
panorama stretched around the view done. "My God— he started to say.

"Hi e Eneny has | aunched a total of nine projectiles,"” Hector announced wi th naddening calm G een
boxes cl osed around each of die fast-nmoving red blips marking the incomng projectiles, and

al phanuneri c® began unfol ding next to them describing mass, velocity, and elapsed time from

| aunch. Long, curving lines of yellow light traced thensel ves across the screen for each
projectile, converging on the graphic representation of Coud at l|atitude 40° 15 32.4" north,

| ongi tude 7.4° west

Ground zero was Cel este's inner harbor. ..

"I ncoming projectiles have been volley-fired," Hector went on, "widi the first three inpacting on
my position within 2.76 seconds of one another, indicating a high degree of coordination wthin
the enemnmy conmand network. "

"How | ong... do we have?" Jai ne asked.

One of the green squares flashed blue. "Projectile designated ' Al pha' has a velocity of 380
kil ometers per second across a flight trajectory of 55,100 kil oneters. Total flight tinme 145
seconds, line to inpact now..." The fast-dwi ndling figure appeared on the display next to the
hurtling blip. "One hundred thirty seconds."

The object's velocity jolted him "Hector! At that speed, what kind of inpact are we | ooking at?"

"Exact figures depend on the nass of the projectile, which in turn depends on its precise

di mensi ons, conposition, and density. | estimate it to be an ovoid chunk of neteoric nickel-iron
approxinmately 1.4 neter suggests that Al pha will inpact with a kinetic energy of sone 1.5162 x
1014 joul es, for an explosive rel ease of 30.324 nmegatons."

"Thirty nmegatons..."

"I remnd you that the initial inpact will be followed within three seconds by two additiona

i npacts of approximately thirty negatons api ece. Three point five seconds later, there will be
three nore inpacts, followed three point nine seconds |ater by yet three nore. Total inpact yield
will be on the order two hundred seventy-five nmegatons."

The Battle Center becanme deathly quiet then. Jaine could hear the whisper of the conpartnent's air
circulation machi nery, the sharp, short catch in the breathing of both Shari and Atita, behind
him the hamrer of his own pulse in his ears. Wat would a

151 bl ast measuring al nost three hundred negatons do? Rupture Coud s crust in an orgasm of
vol canoes and geysering nmagma? bliterate all life on the planet in a stormof fire and
at nospheric dust? Loose earthquakes that woul d send the entire Western Marches beneath the sea?

In any case, Hector was dooned... to say nothing of the human slaves in the Canp and di g outside
|l ess than a kil oneter away.

One hundred twenty seconds. ..

Jai me becane aware of a flickering interplay of equations and al phanunerics in one corner of the
di spl ay wi ndow. Hector appeared to have targeted the nearest of the onconming projectiles with his
mai n armanment. Far of f, beyond the massive shell of arnor encasing the battle center, he heard the
deep runble of the Bolo's turrets in notion

"Hector? What the hell are you doi ng?"

"Attenpting to engage the Eneny's barrage. One nonent, please. The cal cul ations are extrenely
conpl ex and are affected by nunerous variables of an essentially chaotic nature."
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"Target the..." Jainme stopped, swallowed. He knew that Mark XXXl || Bol os coul d engage targets well
beyond planetary orbit; that, after all, was why they were sonetines referred to as pl anetary
siege units. But to hit a one-and-a-half neter target at fifty thousand kil oneters required

shar pshooting skills of dazzling perfection.

' Target| ocked, " Hector announced calmy. "Firing..."

The Battle Center plunged into darkness, the hull ringing like a titanic bell....

Locking onto the nearest of the oncoming neteors with both radar and optical sensors, | have
al ready slewed ny Nunber One turret to one-zero-fioe relative and el evated the Hell bore to 53°,
bringi ng the weapon to bear on the target. "Firing," | announce, and the Hell bore |ooses its full-

throated output in a flash that nmonentarily blinds and deafens nmy own sensors.

Wthin the neutron dense-packed casing of the Hellbore's breech, fifty grams of netallic deuterium
is abruptly collapsed within a constricting nmagnetic bottle, as powerful magnetic fields
accelerate the DP-jacketed sliver to relativistic velocities; at the same nonent, the weapon's
guide lasers fire, providing target-1lock feedback for ny tracking arrays, and incidentally
tunneling a nonentary vacuum up through the planetary atnosphere, clearing the way for the
Hel I bore bolt to foll ow

Extrene accel eration and nag bottle cottapse together initiate deuteriumfusion 3.2 x 1Q-8 second
| ater, just before the plasma erupts fromthe ten-meter barrel of ny Nunber One Hell bore at sixty
percent of the speed of light. At the instant of firing, the target's range is 48658.7 kil oneters.

At.6c, Hellbore bolt tine to target is.27032 second, a long tinme to wait by Full Conbat Awareness
st andar ds.

Wien the Hellbore fired, Dieter was standing atop a barren, rock-knobbled hillock, gripping a
nmetal bar w enched fromthe nmechani smof a disnenbered!.!.! nachine. He'd been staring west across
the dig and out to the squat black island of the Bolo resting in the mddle of the harbor as the
vi ctorious slaves around hi mcheered and screaned and shouted. The light pulsing fromthe Bolo's
forward Hel | bore turret seared the eyes, |eaving a dazzling, violet afterinage; spreading out
across the water as fast as the eye could follow, the shock wave reached hi mal nost four seconds

| ater, a cracking, boom ng detonation assaulting the ears, nunbing the senses.

Di eter dropped to his knees, hands clutched over

153 his ears, his nose suddenly bleeding. Al around him other former slaves had been tunbled to
the ground by the thunder of the Hell bore di scharge.

Involuntarily, he glanced up into an enpty sky. Watever Hector was shooting at couldn't be seen
and was probably somewhere out in space; the big questions were whether the target was shooting
back... and whether Hector would be firing again

"Cet to the crater!"” Dieter screaned as |loud as he could when the second blast faded. He didn't
know how many heard him how nany coul d hear hi m now, deafened by that ear-nunbing blast, but he
shout ed and waved and led the way, starting a panicked migration up the slope of the crater rima
few hundred neters further to the east. The water-filled depths of the crater left by the neteor
strike that had | evel ed Cel este m ght offer some shelter fromthe savage onsl aught of the Bolo's
Hel | bor es.

CHAPTER TEN

Spectrographic and | aser targeting and tracking data indicate that ny initial shot has gone w de.
At nospheric aberration, the tw nkling effect caused by essentially chaotic notion, expansion, and
contraction of the air, was sufficient to offset my targeting | ock by as nuch as plus or mnus
0.02 degree. My first shot missed the onconing meteor by an estimated three neters.

By conparing the i mages taken'at optical wavel engths with those drawn from |l onger frequencies,
i ncludi ng m crowave and | ong-wave radar inaging, | can estimte the degree of aberration and
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attenpt to conpensate. Rel oading ny Nunber One turret, | recheck the target's vector and fire a
second tinme. Fortunately, the target is noving alnost directly toward ny position on what is very
nearly a straight-line trajectory, and there is very little apparent drift in what is for al
practical purposes a stationary target. Its extrenely high velocity dopplers ny rangi ng pul ses,
however, and | nust be careful to correct for velocity-induced spectrum shifts.

The second pul se of fusing, high-speed plasma strikes Projectile Al pha with the equival ent of sone
six megatons of highly focused directional energy, the rough equivalent in terms of joules and
vapori zation

155 points of catching an ice cube in the blast froma plasm wel der. My spectroscopi c scans

detect the characteristic absorption lines of nickel, iron, cobalt, and various trace elenents in
t he expandi ng puff of netallic vapor. Radar and | adar returns detect no fragnent |arger than
several hundred microns in dianeter; | inmediately shift to the next target, designated Projectile
Br avo.

Wth conpensation for atnospheric aberration locked in, | bring ny Number Two turret into play.

Nunmber Three is inoperative, with major faults to the bearing ring and alt-azinuth controls. Two
turrets should be enough, however, given nmy sharply linmted reserves of Hettbore ammunition. At
1.05 second intervals | trigger shot after shot, |aying down a heavy, rapid barrage against the

i ncoming projectiles. | score another hit, vaporizing Projectile Bravo... and another a nonent

| ater against Charlie... then mss Delta conpletely as atnospheric bl oonfroma previous di scharge
distorts the laser sighting target |ock by.05 degree.

| recal cul ate and adjust; the atnosphere above ny position is becom ng turbul ent, as superheated
air expands rapidly in a huge bubble that distorts ny line of sight. Another nmiss... then a hit,
though an inconplete hit that |eaves a 100-kil oeram chunk of neteoric debris and a | arge anount of
gravel still on a vector which wJ inpact in ny general vicinity within the next 1.75 m nutes.

Wrse, | detect new | aunches fromatt three of the Eneny battler/fortresses, and I am down now to
fourteen DP-jacketed slivers of netallic cryo-H

If the Eneny continues |aunching new projectiles, ny defenses will be very rapidly overwhel ned.

As Dieter reached the top of the crater rim the Bolo fired again, lancing the sky with a bolt of
bl ue-white radi ance so intense it cast shadows in defiance of the suns, and Dieter felt his skin
prickle and his eyes water beneath the beam s harsh splash of ultraviolet. Four seconds later, the
thunder rolled again, so loud it clawed at the gut and left the ears ringing, and the ground
beneath his bare feet bucked with the concussion

O her slaves fleeing the pits scranmbled up the slope around him junping and sliding into the
relative shelter provided by the crater's interior. All had the sane idea as Dieter, to take cover
fromthe searing flash and shock of the volleying Bolo in the harbor

The strobing, violent pulses of Iight fromthe Bolo were going off every second or so now, the
fire alternating between the forward and mddle turrets. It |ooked as though the huge nmachine's
rear turret was out of action. Wien Dieter took a last glance at the Bolo across the Iip of the
crater rim it |ooked as though the entire nachine was weathed in rising clouds of steam The
heat generated by each Hel | bore di scharge nust be astoni shing.

Jai ne hated bei ng hel pl ess.

That, perhaps as nmuch as anything el se, was the goad that had been driving himfor these past
nmont hs of captivity, the know edge that he was hel pless, that there was nothing he could do to
defeat or escape the conquering !.!.! war machines. It had led himto find some way out of the
sl ave compound, led himto the ridge of bones atop Overlook Hill... and ultimately had | ed him
here, to the battle-center bowels of this animated nountain and the chance to strike back at his
tornmentors.

Now t he Bol o was engaged agai nst forces he could only dinly conprehend, in a battle that was
conpl etely beyond his grasp. He could not fight, he could not give orders, he couldn't even
suggest a course of action to the huge machi ne, which was dealing with forces,
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157 cal cul ations of nmasses and velocity, and targeting data that, to be blunt, only a nachine
intelligence of high capability could handle.

Leani ng back in the Battle Center's commuand chair, he watched the battle unfolding on the main

wi ndow on the display above the console. Green brackets appeared, closing on the nearest of the
movi ng boxes, flashing to confirmtarget [ock. Wth each Hell bore shot, the lighting in the center
di mmed sharply, and the ear-ringing thunp of detonation and recoil transmitted through the stee
deck plating like the inpact of a titanic hammer. The track of each Hell bore shot was displayed as
a bright gold, ruler-straight Iline drawing itself within the flick of an eyelid fromthe surface
of the planet, across enpty space, and through the target box. Usually, a white flash and the

wor ds TARGET DESTROYED narked a clean hit. Sonetines, a different nmessage was displayed. TARGET
FRAGVENTED: NEW TARGETS INCOM NG .. followed by strings of vector data.

The pace of Hell bore shots seenmed unhurried to Jainle, a steady, stately pulse of sound and shock
Wth the fragnentation of sone of the incoming projectiles, though, it seenmed to himthat Hector's
rate of fire was slower than it shoul d have been. He worried too at the flickering of the lights,
and at how hot and close the air was becomng inside the Battle Center. Surely, a machine with
power enough to accelerate squirts of fusing plasnma to relativistic velocities had power enough to
spare for the air-conditioning and |ighting!

He wanted to ask the Bol o about it, but was afraid of revealing his ignorance to the machi ne. Dam
it, he'd never served as a Bol o commander and didn't know a tenth of what he ought to. Wuld a
stupid question on his part prove to the machine that he wasn't qualified to sit in this chair?

They said there was no such thing as a stupid question. Did that hold true when you were asking it
of a superintelligent Al... one that was engaged at the nmonment in an all-out fight for survival?

"W have a problem ny Commander," Hector's voice said.
"What ?"

"My power is limted to approxi mately nine point six percent of maxi num output. Fusion plant
operation appears nom nal, but the flow governor is operating at nuch |ess than peak efficiency.
suspect that an alien device or devices are sonehow interfering with plant controller operation."

"An alien device. Another thing Iike we found in your conputer core?"

"Affirmative. | cannot test this hypothesis directly, and it is possible that the problem stens
instead frombattl e damage sustained at Chryse." There was a pause, a beat of silence. "If |
cannot increase my current rate of fire within a few mnutes at nost, | will not be able to stop
all incomng projectiles.”

Jai me was up and out of his seat in an instant, crossing to one of the bul khead | ockers. Inside, a
line of Mark XV power guns rested in recharger slots. Reaching in, he pulled out one weapon,
checked the charge, and sl amred the door shut. In another |ocker nearby, he found a comm headset
which he clipped to his ear, extending the threadm ke until it rested near his lower lip. "Comm
check," he said.

"I read you, Conmander," Hector's voice whispered in his ear,

"Do you want nme to cone?" Alita asked. He shook his head, then tapped his earpiece. "Hector'1l
talk me through to where | have to go. You stay with Shari."

"Be careful,"” she told him "Those... those parasites are hard to kill."
"Believe ne, | will."

At last. He could do sonething.

Dieter lay in the bottomof the crater on his back, his | ower body subnerged in nuddy water as
flame it the sky. He could hear only a distant runble now t hrough the stuffed-head ringing

muf fling his ears, though he felt each thunping detonation transnitted through the trenbling
ground pressed up against his spine. The air in the crater had grown hot enough to sear the |ungs
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if you gulped it down too fast, and a how ing, hot wi nd was bl owing away fromthe harbor, where
repeated Hel | bore bl asts had superheated the atnmosphere, creating one hell of a powerful,
artificial high-pressure weather cell.

Modern conbat, he reflected, was not a place for unprotected human beings, not w th six-negaton-
per-second firepower, not with weapons that chucked tiny pieces of starstuff at targets
unguessabl y di stant.

As he stared up into the zenith, he saw a single sharp, short pop of light, lasting for only an
instant but clearly visible against the dark blue of the sky. He saw another... then a rippling
cascade of ten or twelve nore. Wthin a few seconds, the sty seenmed filled with rapidly flickering
poi nts of |ight.

Stunned by Hector's brain-nunbing Hell bore barrage, he couldn't at first imagi ne what he was
seei ng, what those sparkles and flashes m ght be. Then it connected. |If the Bol o was smashing

incoming !'°!.! neteors with its primry weapons, there nust be a fair anobunt of dust, droplets of
nmol ten iron, sand-sized fl ecks of debris, and gravel -sized chunks | eft over. Even vaporized, a one-
or two-ton neteor's mass didn't sinply vanish, and all of the leftovers would still be heading in
the sane general direction as the original projectil e—di spersing sonewhat over a |large part of the
hemi sphere facing them-and they would still be traveling with nost of the rock's original speed.
Those fl ashes, Dieter thought, nust be sand grains and smaller bits of debris hitting the upper

at nrosphere at high speed, expending their considerable kinetic energy as brilliant, individua

flickers of |ight.

A blue-white lance of dazzling |ight stabbed down fromthe zenith, vanishing in a silent flare

hal fway to the horizon. The rapid-fire flickers continued, interspersed occasionally by bigger

bol der stabs that left distinct trails across the sky. One line of blue fire vani shed behind the
eastern rimof the crater, sonewhere in the general direction of Giffenburg, to the south,
followed by a silent flare of light that rose silently above the horizon. Several nonents |ater

he felt the shock through the ground and heard the |ong, drawn-out runble of thunder. That one, he
t hought, nust have been an unusually big fragnent that had slipped past Hector's barrage. Mst of
the pieces were burning up when they hit Coud' s upper atnosphere, but a few of the big ones were
getting through.

He hoped the Bolo was able to pick out the ones that posed a threat to the harbor area; for the
first time in quite a long time, he found that he very much wanted to |ive.

Wth rocks falling out of the sky, however, and no place to hide but the crater gouged out by the
boul der that had flattened Celeste, it seened that he wasn't going to have nuch say in the matter.

Col onel WAl Prescott had no intention of being left out of this fight. As the sky flared purple-
white and a runbling shockwave rocked through the ground, he stood up, clutching the silvery,

metal lic snake of a clacker tentacle that he had just torn froma downed !"!.! sentry with his one
good hand.

"How many sol diers do we have here?" he screaned,

161 his voice thin against the howing backdrop of thunder, but the neaning plain enough to the
hal f - hundred or so nen and wonen lying in the shall ow waters of the bottomof the pit.

"Me!" a naked, bearded man missing his left eye shouted, rising to his feet. A !10!0! floater
hovered nearby, and the man swatted it down with a sw pe of one hand too fast to follow C utching
the frantically buzzing captive close to his chest, he cracked its shell and extracted one
glittering, faceted canera eye. "That's for nmy eye, ne shouted waving the gl eam ng trophy. "Lets
go get us sone nore!”

"The turners!" a wonan cried. "Let's get the skekking turner trusties!"

Li ghtning fl ared across the sky, acconpani ed by crashing thunder, as the nob surged fromthe pit,
with VAl only nomnally in the |ead...

"Turn left at the next branching of the corridor," Hector's voice said in his ear. "Be careful.
am det ecti ng novermrent and a magnetic flux of nearly two hundred twel ve gauss in the power plant
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accessway where there should be none."

"Roger that," Jainme said. He raised the power gun, hefting its reassuring mass in his hand. It's a
shame, he thought, that Hector doesn't have internal security cameras. He did, actually, at the
airl ocks and entranceways, but Bolos were not really designed to carry living personnel, despite
the anmenities of their Battle Centers, and nmore useful senses than sight were used to keep watch
on their internal areas.

"Has the clacker left your controller, then? It's wal ki ng around?"

"Negative. | still detect its influence on the power plant controller. It nmay be using renotes of
sone sort, however, or there is nore than one !.!"! machine operating in the area."
"Terrific." The passageway here was alnost three neters tall, but less than a neter w de, the

walls lost in sheets of wiring and fiberoptic bundles. In places where nassive power feeds rose
fromthe uneven floor to vanish into the tangle of wiring overhead, Jaine had to turn sideways to
squeeze his way through

He hesitated at the branching of the corridor, then swng around the corner, weapon raised. The
passageway here was softly lit with light strips and had the rounded, organic feel of the gut of
some enor nous beast.

"It is also possible that additional eneny nachines entered ny structure by the same route you
did," Hector continued with inplacable calm "However, the |likeliest explanation is that the !.!.!
pl aced devices inside key areas of ny anatony when they first suborned ny progranm ng, possibly as
a kind of insurance that | would not turn against them"

"Way didn't they rig you with a fusion bonb or sonmething, then?" Jainme wanted to know. He enjoyed
hearing Hector's voice in his ear and wanted to keep the Bolo talking. He felt |ess alone, |ess
exposed that way.

"I'n one sense they did," Hector replied. "The device has been attenpting to trigger an overl oad of
nmy primary power core and generate a lowyield fusion nmeltdown for the past two point seven one

m nutes. Thus far, | have been able to circunvent each attenpt."

"Ch." It was a rem nder that he, Alita, and Shari were in effect lurking in the shadows of a
conflict far bigger, faster, and nore deadly than unai ded human senses coul d perceive... or
conpr ehend.

As he wal ked, the jolting shock of each Hell bore shot, a detonation every handful of seconds,
continued to ring, a savage expl osion of sound. If anything, the noise was |ouder out here,
out side of the nassive shields and beyond the shock absorbers that cocooned

163 the Battle Center. Once, he felt sonmething |like a nearby explosion different in character from
the Hell bore volleys, and he wondered if the eneny was scoring sone hits as well.

"Unaut hori zed novenent has ceased," Hector told him "However, | amdetecting a rapidly cycling
magneti ¢ flux. The source appears to be radiating froma point four meters in front of you."

"Four meters?" That would put it at a T-branching in the passageway just ahead. The !0!0! nust be
wai ting in anbush just around the corner. "Wich side? Left or right?"

"To your left."

Jai me thumbed the power gun's dial to pencil beam nmaxi mum output, and took another step forward.
Bef ore he could take a second one, sonething blurred into his field of vision, a gray mass of

i ndeterm nate detail |unging around the corner ahead, striking sparks as it scraped against the
wal |l of the corridor while it pulled itself along with flashing tentacles.

Hi s finger canme down convulsively on the firing stud, a reaction of pure reflex that quite

possi bly saved his life. The power gun's beamsliced into the onconi ng object's body, erupting in
a dazzling blaze of white fire that traced a zigzag path up the target's curved shell. The !°!°!l
attacker halted its charge and hovered in agitated consternation two nmeters away, a silver-gray
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ovoid twi ce the size of Jaime's head, sprouting a dozen withing, tightly segnented tentacles. The
I.I"!l machine started to turn, rotating the burned part of its body out of the line of fire. Jaine
tracked the damaged part, then sliced off three tentacles with a sharp, decisive stroke.

Snmoke spilled fromthe things body, black and acrid. A nmoment later, it enmitted a shrill death
whi ne and dropped out of the air as though invisible strings had been cut, smashing into the deck
ina final clatter of whiplashing tentacles.

He shot the weckage again, just to nake sure. These things were fiendishly difficult to loll.

A few mnutes later, Jaine found the main !"!"! pachine, a shapel ess sprawl of cables and
tentacles and a claylike mass of dull netal stretched across the conplex of circuit junctions and
cables that fed conmands from Hector s conputer core to the power plant. At first, Jainme stared at
that ness of wiring and alien parts with blank confusion. It was al nbst inpossible to tell what
legitimately bel onged to Hector and what was alien machine-parasite... and if he chose the wong
target, he could do nore danmage to the Bol o than the cl ackers.

Crystalline eyes, cold and glittering, regarded himw th enotionless intelligence. Jainme picked an
aimpoint roughly in the center of a ragged ellipse of five of the machi ne sensory organs and
fired, holding the beamon target as netal tentacles shaped thensel ves from softening patches of
gray netal. One tentacle, nolding itself larger than the rest, flailed toward Jaine's face, the
tip stinging across his cheek centineters below his eye. Jai ne stepped back, shifted aim and
burned the tentacle off in a withing snake of interlocking segnments.

"The intruder machine is attenpting to create a power core overload," Hectors voice said quietly
in Jaine's ear. "I recommend both haste and efficiency in your attack."

Haste and efficiency? That was a pairing humans could rarely manage. He shifted his aimback to
the main body of the thing, ignoring the hot blood and burning on his face, ignoring the pain as
anot her tentacle slashed at his left arm Wth a sudden puff of foul-snelling vapor, the power gun
burned through the tough netal, and the cl ose-packed wiring and circuitry inside the gray shel
burst into flamne.

And in another twi tching, snake-withing couple of seconds, the thing was dead.

Jaine returned to the Battle Center, linping a little with the injury to his leg. Alita | ooked up
as he canme in. "My God. Another one?"

"A couple of them in fact," he said, returning the power gun to its |locker. "I think one was a
kind of guard. | wish | knew for sure that we'd gotten themall."

"Hector?" Alita called, addressing the center of the room "Are there any nore enemny nachines on
boar d?"

"Not that | amaware of," the Bolo replied. "If!°!°l machi nes were present but dornmant | would
have no way of detecting them However, ny internal structure appears secure for the nonent." One
of the Bole's Hellbores fired again as if to punctuate the statenent, a ringing, thunping
concussi on.

"What's your status?" Jaine asked. He was worried that he or the !.!.! parasite might have damaged
Hectors control circuitry somehow.

"Power output now at twenty-three point three five percent and rising," the nmachine replied. "It
will take several minutes to bring ny fusion plants to full operation, but | appear to have ful
and nominal control of all systens."

A flash fromthe view done caught his eye, and Jai ne stepped closer to the command chair, | ooking
up. The sky overhead had grown hazy, the horizon in every direction al nost conpletely obscured by.
fog. At first, he thought there'd been a failure of sone sort in the view ng done el ectronics. The
dazzling, violet-white flash of a Hellbore discharge stabbing skyward, acconpani ed by ringing
thunder, nade himrethink his first guess.

Steam Celeste's harbor nust be growi ng hot fromthe heat rel eased by each fusion bolt, hot enough
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that vapor was rising around the Bolo |ike a cloud.

He wondered if Hector was having trouble targeting the incom ng projectiles, then decided that he
woul dn't be firing unless he had a good | ock

Another flash lit the conpartment, a blue-white star dropping fromthe zenith, so bright that even
with the done el ectronics stopping down the light to bearable levels, it cast rapidly noving
shadows. |t streaked down the right side of the done, drawing a contrail in its wake, then

vani shing with a sharp pul se of |ight sonewhere beyond the fog

So. Sone !.!.! nmeteors were getting past the Hector's defensive fire... or, nore likely, fragnents
of larger boul ders the Bolo had al ready nail ed were |eaking through

The barrage continued, though Hector's return fire seened to be slower now, the shots nore w dely
spaced. Jaine thought the Bolo nust be trying to conserve its amunition; the nmachine couldn't
have had time to nmanufacture nore than a handful of cryo-H Hellbore rounds.

And what the heU happens to us, he wondered, when Hector runs out of amm? As near as he could
figure it, either the !'"!.! barrage would smash Hector and the canp and every living creature
within a hundred kiloneters of Celeste Bay... or the clackers would nove in as soon as they knew
that Hector had been neutralized.

And neither prospect seened particularly pleasant.

The situation is fast growi ng desperate. | have been in action for ten minutes, twenty-eight point
five seconds and, so far, have vaporized or deflected all incom ng Eneny projectiles. However, at
my current rate of fire, I wi Uhave exhausted att amunition within another two m nutes. 1 have

been nanufacturing additional cryo-H Hettbore rounds at the sane time, but the process cannot be
hurried and creates fresh slivers at a slower rate than even nmy current, slow and neasured rate of
fire.

To continue on this course would result in nmy being forced to ceasefire in another one m nute,
forty-one point seven seconds. Shortly after that, 1 would nost likely suffer a direct inpact from
a projectile releasing kinetic energy on the order of one nmegaton, an inpact which, with ny battle
screens inoperative, 1 would not survive. Clearly, it is tine to change tactics.

I shift targets, taking aimwith both turrets One and Two. When | fire, it is not with the

measur ed, amunition-saving rhythmw th which I have been knocki ng down the incom ng hostile
projectiles, but with a rapid-fire barrage of Hellbore jusion pulses that illumnminate the night and
expend all of my remaining Hellbore rounds within five point seven one seconds.

VAL812 had nonitored the destruction or deflection of each of the projectiles it had | aunched
toward the planetside target. It still had a | arge amount of neteoric material in storage, but the
past several minutes—an endless time for an intelligence that neasured tine in nanoseconds—had
been a conplete and utter exercise in futility, with not a single projectile fragment inpacting
closer to the target than a distance of several Kkiloneters.

Sensors aboard the TI&232 battler/fortress detected the targets inconi ng Hell bore barrage by the
distinctive touch of its main battery | asers, seconds before bolts of starcore-hot fusion plasma
whi pcracked up the laser conduit, but VAL was still attenpting to shunt additional power to the
defensi ve shields when the Bolo's volley struck. Lighting flared as magnetic shields tried to dunp
the excess voltage of the first bolt's EM pul se; the plasnma itself, incomng at a significant
fraction of |ightspeed, was harder to deal with.

Two separate points on the TIG battler's curved prow shone with a light nore intense than that of
the | oca

WIlliamH Keith, Jr. sun, sharp with the bite of X-rays and ultraviolet. The points expanded,
swelling within mlliseconds to engulf the forward kil oneter of the titanic warship

VAL812 gave a radio-frequency yelp of surprise and the machi ne equi val ent of pain as two | ances of
fusion fire needl ed through the battler's screens, through its outer arnor, through the |ayers of
ni ckel -iron of the original asteroid converted by the !.!.! into a ship, and through the densely
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packed core of wiring, conduits, and circuitry conprising the dreadnought's autononobus nervous
system bef ore ball ooning out the far side in explosive bursts of netal vapor and cooling plasm

The !'.!"! ship rolled heavily to the left, braking savagely, glow ng-hot fragments spilling from
its prow. An instant later, two nore blossons of hellfire unfol ded against the vessel's ebony
flank, one slashing through tender interior wiring and nol ecular circuits, the other carving off a
city-sized slab of arnor and rock, leaving a fiat scar behind that glowed a sullen and nolten

or ange.

The four-brain intelligence of the ship could grasp instantly what was happeni ng but was unable to
fornmulate an i nmmedi ate or original counter. Instead, it called for help. "VAL812-928782, calling
Command Web. | am under direct attack and have suffered Level Three damage. Continuing attack

Pl ease advise."

Seconds passed, as nolten rock and vaporized internal conmponents bled into hard vacuum And then,
abruptly, VAL812 was no |onger alone as a data transm ssions stream opened between the battler and

the 1.10! command center on the nearby noon the humans call ed Del amar. Another machi ne presence,
the free-ranging and sel f-aware thoughts of a high-order, fifth-level cognitive, resided within
the virtual space occupied by the !.!.! ship-mnd. In a quick, Iightning touch, DAV728-24389

downl oaded VAL812's

169 recent nenories and current diagnostic status onto the Command Wb, anal yzi ng each bit of
i nfornmati on.

"Wthdraw, " DAV728 commanded al nost at once. "Break off the attack and pull back to Regroup Point
Three. "

"I comply." VAL's primary drive was damaged, and maneuvering was clunmsy, but the battler nanaged
to swing itself onto a new vector, one that would carry it out of range of the deadly planetary
ground defenses within another few hundred billion nanoseconds.

Two nore bolts seared up fromthe planet s surface, this tine bypassing VAL812 entirely and
burning their way deep into GEL933-83737, which was just noving into range.

"Al'l battlers, cease attack and withdraw," the !.!.! controller added, anmending his first comrmand.
"Execute inmedi atel y!'"

A final bolt of fusing plasma played briefly across VAL812's ventral surface, a star-point of
intense, violet-white Iightnings etching deep into rock and steel alloy, gouging out a ragged, hot-
gl owi ng crater.

On the blue-white gl obe of the captive planet, a stormappeared to be growing with manic rapidity
across the peninsula which included the target area, obliterating one by one the violently
radi ati ng patches of thermal radiation where !.!.! projectiles had struck.

Though VAL had very little in the way of actual consciousness or self-awareness, it neverthel ess
felt something akin to intense pleasure at the idea of nmoving out of range.

"The eneny warships are breaking off the attack," Hector's cal mvoi ce announced. "All three
vessel s appear to be w thdraw ng."

"Yes!" Jaime shouted, coming to his feet, and in another second, he, Alita, and even Shari were on
their feet, wordlessly scream ng, enbracing one another, and all but dancing on the narrow stee
deck of the Battle Center.

"We did it!" Alita cried, gripping Jainme's arns with trenbling hands. "W did it!"
"Hector did it," he replied, laughing. "W were just along for the ride!"

Shari collapsed into both of their arms, sobbing uncontrollably, though whether fromthe
excitement or fromgrief over Jeff Fowl er's death, or sone gut-wenching conbination of the two,
he couldn't tell

"]l knew he could beat the damed clackers!" Alita cried. "I never doubted it!"
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'Teah," he said, though he certainly couldn't agree with Alita s assessnent. He'd had | ots of
doubts. "Now we just have to figure out what to do next."

He gl anced up at the view ng done. Qutside, fog and roiling clouds had thickened markedly in just
the past few minutes, blotting out the sun and sky and even the nearby shore and the ruins beyond.

It was beginning to rain.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Eneny activity in the immediate vicinity appears to have ceased. Evidently, when the 1.1.1 broke
off their attack, all remaining hostile nachines on the surface were directed to pull back

An at nospheric di sturbance of considerable proportions has settled over the region, evidently the
result of both ny own high-energy di scharges ana the effects of multiple inpacts by incom ng
meteoric projectiles. This is sonething of what humans refer to as a doubl e-edged sword. The cl oud
cover and heavy rain, as well as the periodic nearby discharge of |ightning, have rendered ny | ong-
range passive sensors largely blind. | could penetrate the cloud cover with various active

sensors, of course, but that would reveal both ny precise position and the fact that | am actively
interested in Enenmy novenents and positions. On the other hand, the storm provides excellent cover
for both me and the human refugees gathered here. Eneny space assets that use active scanners to
pinpoint my location will of necessity pinpoint their |ocations for ne.

I am not certain what ny Commander has in mind for our next nove. Clearly, we cannot remain in
this area. The Eneny could still drop a small asteroid on this location while I am blinded, and
the quicker we | ose oursel ves sonmewhere beyond the linmts of this ruined city, the better. The
stormwi U afford an excellent opportunity for us to elude 1.1.1 surveillance and escape el sewhere.
The Question, however, is where?

A planet is a targe place, but it will be inpossible to conceal fromthe Eneny's reconnai ssance
systens either ny activities or the presence of the hunan refugees for very |ong.

The rain was com ng down in curtains, a torrential downpour that obscured everything nore than a
few tens of neters away in gray, cold haze. Jainme had told Hector to nmove in to the shore, and the
great Bol o had conplied, wallow ng forward and swinging left, his i mense tracks dredgi ng up

cl ouds of black nmud fromthe harbor bottom Even with the downpour, Jainme could see the Bolo's
track through the water, nmarked as it was by upwelling mnud.

A few nonments later, the Bolo had crawl ed up onto the shore, tracks grinding and crunchi ng through
the rubble of the buildings that once had graced the Cel este Harbor waterfront. Jaine had energed
froma hatch on the upper deck, just forward of the Nunber One turret, and rode there now, his

| egs inside the open hatch, one hand bracing hinself against the Bolo's |urching notion. He
ignored the rain drenching his skin and plastering his long hair across his face. It felt, it
tasted good.

Li ke freedom no nmatter how tenporary that condition turned out to be.

"I am detecting | arge nunbers of humans approaching fromvarious points to the east to north,"
Hector said, his voice relayed to Jaine through an earplug receiver found in an equi pnent | ocker
in the Battle Center. "Range to the nearest, twenty-one point three neters.

Sone of themare arnmed with personal side arns or inprovised nel ee weaponry."

"Let them cone," Jaine replied. They could be turners, of course, but no weapons they could
possi bly have would be a threat to the arnored nountain now slowly craw i ng out of the bay.

He | eaned forward slightly, trying to see through the sleeting rain. / would have had a better
view fromthe Battle Center, he thought. But it feels so dammed renote, buried away in mat |ead-
wr apped bunker. Metal, still hot despite the sluicing rain, popped and pinged on the turret facing
and Hel | bore nount behind himas it cool ed.
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"The nearest party of humans is now five neters fromny left forward track. Bearing three-three-
five, relative."”

Jainme |ooked in the indicated direction. Shapes were just beginning to materialize out of the
downpour, bedraggl ed human shapes gathering in the nud al ongside the Bolo's huge |left forward
track, peering up into the rain. Jaine recognized Dieter and waved, and a nonment |ater the man was
scranmbling up one of the access |adders threading up Hector's skirts and arnored sides. Two others
followed, while the rest waited at the base of the Bolo's tracks.

"My God," Dieter said a few minutes |later as Jaine reached out and gravely clasped his hand. He
| ooked around, a little wildly. "You actually did it!"

"I didn't realize things were going to get quite that hot," Jaine replied. He had to shout to nake
hi nsel f heard above the hissing rain. He | ooked at the other two nen as they scranbled up onto the
wet deck. "Gentlenen? Wel cone aboard.”

"Sergeant Jack Haley, reporting," the first man up said, saluting crisply. Haley had only one eye,
with a puckered socket where his |left eye had been. He was clad in a poorly fitting, nud- and

bl ood- st ai ned canp guards uniform The faceted red lens of a clacker's electronic eye was centered
agai nst his forehead, held in place by wires twisted together in the back of his head. "An" this
here's Sergeant Xin." Xin, too, wore a guard's appropriated uniforman<J had a red cl acker eye

wi red above his own eyes. His left hand ended in a crudely dressed stunp, but he rendered a sharp
salute with the right.

"What're those, Sergeant?" Jainme asked, nodding at the glittering prize on Haley s forehead.
"Battle honors?"

"I'n a manner of speakin', yessir An eye fer an eye, like they say."

"It seened an effective nmeans of unit identification, sir," Xin added. 'Things were a bit confused
out there today."

"We're formin' up a new unit, Major Graham" Haley said. "Not sure what we're callin' it, though
some of the guys're suggesting 'Brotherhood of the Eye.' It'll be a, whatchacallit, ay-lite unit.
Specializin' in rippin. cluckers into small bits and pieces!"

Graham nodded gravely. It would take nore than enthusiasmand a lust for payback to create a
genuinely "ay-lite" unit, but he was nore than willing to let themtry. They were going to need
ground forces and scouts in the next few days. Even a Bolo had its limtations in a situation like
this.

"You nen want to cone inside?"

Di eter |laughed. Stress, excitenent, and the downpour transfornmed it into a maniacal cackle. "M ght
make conversation a tad easier," he said.

They scranbl ed down the open hatch, first Dieter and the two soldiers, then Jaime. The passageway
was so low that all four men had to stoop; Jaine led the way to Access 12A, where there was a
little nore room

"WAs anyone... ?" Jaine trailed off, realizing what a stupid question that was. "How many people
did we | ose?"

D eter shook his head. "Can't say, yet. A lot of our people nust still be scattered about these
ruins, and a good many rust have just taken off for the horizon when the sky started Iightning up
and the asteroids started com ng down."

"Some of us took the chance and attacked the guards,
in the fighting, that I know of."

Xin said. "We probably lost fifty or sixty

Hal ey barked a harsh laugh. "But we ki cked machine ass an' gave a |lot better than we took. Hell
it was beautiful, sir! You should' ve seen it!"

"I was... land of busy."
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"When the shooting started," Dieter added, "nost of us headed for cover and kept our heads down.
But a few=

"I't was Col onel Prescott, nostly,
houses..."

Xin said. "He organized a lot of us. Led us to the turner

"Real ly!" Jaime was surprised. Wal had ordered himto stand down, and he'd been half expecting a
biting lecture on the need to follow orders. |If the colonel was able to adapt to suddenly changi ng

situations and opportunities, though, he would understand why Jai re had done what he'd done. "Is
wal okay?"

"Last | heard, yes, sir. He's still out there, trying to get our people organized."

"There were a nunber of people wounded," Dieter put in. "I believe the colonel is trying to round

up those people in the canp with nedical experience."
"How many wounded?" Jaine wanted to know,

"I don't know, Jaine. Several dozen, certainly."

"Not as bad as it could ve been," Haley said. "W hit the turners before they knew what was
happenin'." He gestured at the unifornms they were wearing. "Captured uniforns, stunsticks, even
sone weapons, though | don't think anyone's run inventory yet on all the stuff we got. And any
cl acker machines that got in the way, well, they didn't stand nuch of a chance against tw"

Jaine smled, "Did you | eave any in one piece?" He wasn't sure it would be possible to get any
information froma captured clacker. Mre than that, he didn't think it would be possible to keep
one prisoner. How did you disarma machine that could channel bolts of antipersonnel I|ightning
through its body? At the sanme time, though, they desperately needed to know nore about their
machi ne eneny.

"That's a negative! Mst of 'emtook off when the rocks started falling out of the sky. Guess they
didn't want to be hanging around at ground zero." He tapped the side of the lens wired to his
head. "The sl ow ones got di sassenbled.”

"What about the turners?"

Themtoo. | think nost of themhigh-tailed it faster than the cluckers. Those that could, of
course. The slow ones didn't get any further than the slow cl ackers."

Jai mre nodded. There woul d have been, could have been, no mercy for any of the turncoat humans
who'd fallen into the hands of the rebelling slaves.

"We'l|l have to watch for a counterstri ke of sone kind," Jainme said.

"What, the turners?" Haley snorted. "They don't stand a conet's chance on a sun going up agai nst a
Bol o! "

"The Ma— He stopped hinself. They were Masters no |onger. The machi nes. Hector here fended off
three of their starships, but it was a close-run thing. They'|ll be back, and when they cone, our
best strategy is going to be to hide."

Dieter's face showed his astonishnent... and then he | aughed. "Hi de? A goddamm Bol 0?"

Hal ey' s | augh was col ored ever so slightly by hysteria. He waved his arnms, taking in the dull gray
wal I s of the war machi ne enclosing them "How the hell are we supposed to hide this thing?"

Jai me chuckl ed. There are ways. First thing we have

177 to do is reorgani ze the war council.'
his ai des?"

H s face hardened. "Have any of you seen the general? O

"Not a sign," Dieter said. "W have people |ooking for them though."
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"God, you're not thinking of putting himin charge, are you?" Alita said, coning around a bend in
t he passageway. "Hi, Dieter. Men."'
"Sergeant. Good to see you again."
"Sergeant Kylei" Haley said, brightening. "How d you get assigned to this billet?"
"Knew a thing or three about Bol os, Hal ey. Hey, you guys | ook cleanl™

Dieter jerked a thunb over his shoul der, back toward the hatch. "The shower facilities are open.
think Hector here turned on the spigot."

She wi ped at the dried nud caking her face, succeeding only in rearranging the dirt sonewhat. "I
may take advantage of that." She | ooked at Jaine. "So, boss. What are we going to do about

Spratly?"

"Wll, we're going to have to decide that, aren't we? This is still a nilitary organization."
"And Spratly's the senior officer," Dieter put in. "But, dam it all, you know how he feels about
Bolos...."

"Goddam col | aborator, is what he is,"” Hal ey said.

"W don't know that, Sergeant," Jainme replied. "As for how he feels about Bolos, | think now that

I know why he feels that way."
" W]y?ll

Jai me shook his head. "Let's not go into it now W're going to need to hold a council of war and
get all this stuff sorted out. Dieter, you start rounding up our senior people. Oficers. Senior
NCOs. Let.em know we're going to have a neeting... let's make it this evening, at suns-set."

"It may take longer than that to track everyone down.™
"Well, we can't wait for 'em Haley, Xin, you two
WlliamH Keith, Jr lend a hand. Get the whol e Brotherhood together."

"I'"ll do the best | can. Things are kind of chaotic out there.
expect that we were going to win, after all!"”

Di eter shrugged. "W didn't really

"Well, right now, our best hope is in getting as far away from Cel este as we can, as fast as we
can. You nmen can start passing the word that |I'm planning on |eaving tonight."

"Excellent!" Alita said.

"Tonight!" Dieter shook his head. "Mjor, do you have any idea of the |logistical problens we're
facing here? Four, five thousand people, nost of '"emhal f-starved to begin with, npost of 'em

wi t hout shoes or even decent clothes, can't just up and set off on a crosscountry hike. W need to
find food and supplies. Hell, we need to figure out just where we're supposed to go!"

"I have sone ideas there, too. Just get our people together, those you can find. W're going to
have to take this thing one step at a tine."

Dieter didn't |ook convinced. "Yeah, well, | sure hope you know what you're doing, Jaine!"

"Hey, the major can do anything." Hal ey said. He sounded offended. "He got die Bob workin', right?
And he busted us out of the canp! Hell, that's nine-tenths of the battle right there!"

"Dieter's not mlitary, is he?" Alita asked after the three nen had scranbl ed back up the | adder
rugs, through the hatch, and out into the rain once nore. "If he were, I'd pin his ears back for
questi oni ng your decisions that way, using a couple of blunt, Number N ne restraining bolts."

"Dr. Hollinsworth is a physicist," Jainme replied. "A scientist. New Aberdeen University... and
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he's done work at SMA El ectronics."
"I knew he was a physicist. | didn't know he worked for SMA'

"Yeah, and they did a lot of contract work for the nilitary. He knows hi gh-energy weapons
systens."

"So you want to be nice to him"

"Let's just say the nobst inportant asset we have right now is people" Jaine replied. He sml ed.
"Except for Hector, of course.”

"He's people. Don't you doubt it."
"Yeah. I'"'mbeginning to think he is." He | ooked at her, concerned. "How s Shari ?"

"Asleep in a little watch officer's bunkroom off the Battle Center. | nmade her |ie down, and she
went right out. She'll be okay."

"I't was rough, finding that guy, that way. You keep an eye on her, okay?"
"Roger that. And... | wanted to tell you..."
"Yeah?"

That bunkroom has sone nore gear in it. And sone uniforms, the autofit |and. Thought you m ght
want to know. "

He nodded, a knowi ng half-snile spreading across his face. "Excellent! Good thinking, Sergeant.
That'Il help. Alot...."

I am growi ng concerned about nmy Commander's apparent |ack of a coherent |ong-range battle plan

though as | consider the problemin parallel with the files | possess on human psychol ogy, | can
specul ate that our victory against the /././ was so sudden and, perhaps, unexpected that he is
still adjusting to the change in the strategic situation

To remain in the imrediate vicinity of Celeste Harbor, however, is nothing | ess than suicidal.
have worked out thirty-six separate, alternate tracks that will take us away fromthis area,
taki ng maxi num advantage of rough and wooded terrain or sea bottomto conceal ny novenents. At
that, I amaware of humans in ny imediate vicinity who nay have joined their cause to that of the
I"19!l, fromfear, coercion, or pragmatism Qur activities are being watched.

Al so of concern, of course, is my Commander's determ nation to bring along as nany of the former

i nmates of Canp 84 as possible, a nunber which may be as high as five thousand or nore, depending
on how nany of those who fled the canp during the battle elect to return and join our conpany. So
| arge a nunber of humans, traveling on foot and slowed by the need to sleep, rest, and forage for
food, would delay my nmovenent to a craw .

| understand enough of hunan behavior to be able to accept nmy Conmander's conpassion, and to
accept the fact that the safety of the freed captives is of considerable inportance to him

| sincerely hope, however, that this conpassion does not blind himto the realities of both the
tactical and strategic situations of the nonment.

And one thing nore of particular concern. | amsincerely curious about his apparent delight in

finding a uniform Surely the acquisition of proper mlitary dress should have a relatively | ow
priority, conpared to the larger and nore urgent questions of destination, |ong-range strategy,
and survival

Two shadowy, water-drenched fornms watched the Bolo froma low ridge on the south rimof the
crater. Captain Pogue wore the remmants of his army uniform beneath a waterproof poncho. Dewar
Sykes wore his characteristic nud-heavy jackboots, guard's uniform and, as always, die silver
circlet around his head. Even as the rain dunned slightly, they could see little nore than the
Bol o.
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"Shoot," Sykes said. "I can't see nothin'. Wat're they doin' down there, anyhow?"

"Quiet," Pogue replied, his voice | ow and deadly.

"That dammed Bol o has directional mkes that can pick up a gnat's buzz at five kiloneters."
"Then we're already spotted, ain't we?" Sykes sneezed, a sudden, sharp expl osion of sound.
"Jeez, Sykes! You tryin' to get us spotted?"

"If they cared, we'd be dead now, wouldn't we?" He |ooked up at the blue-black clouds, squinting
into the rain. "Just what are you tryin' to see, huh? I'mtellin' ya, there's nothin' you can
| earn that the Masters don't know al ready."

"Quiet. | think soneone's coming out."

"How can you tell?"

"I saw a light. Up on top of the Bolo's deck. Yeah... someone's clinbing down the side." He
couldn't tell who it was. It was all he could do to make out the nassive gray bulk of the Bolo, a
mount ai n masked by the haze and rain. Still, he was pretty sure there were people near the front

of the thng, and he was pretty sure, too, that several people had scranbled up the side and gone
i nsi de. Now those soneones had just cone out, tiny specks descending the massive, snmooth cliff of
the Bol o's side.

It was not particularly useful information. Soneone—al nost certainly Jai me Gaham-was inside the
machi ne and using it as a conmand post.

Dam it, there had to be sone useful intelligence, sonething with which to bargain with the 10!"!
And, rain or no rain, he was deternmined to root it out.
"So?" Tamas Reuter said, questioning with a lift to his bushy eyebrows. "Were is he?"

"He'll be here," Dieter replied. Rain drummed on the sheet tin and canvas that served as the
barracks' roof. "G ve the man a chance."

A low nmurnur of conversation sounded fromthe nen and wonen gathered in a deep ring near the

WlliamH Keith, Jr. barracks' nmain entrance. Dieter had coll ected about a hundred nen and wonen

inall, two-thirds of them CDF—a tiny representation of former nilitary officers and noncons out
of the two or three thousand on the canp's rolls—and the rest civilian experts in one discipline
or another, like Dieter hinself. That nunber, however, had steadily grown as ot her people had

wandered in and joined the relentlessly growing circle. The total numnber, he thought, nust now be
wel | over a thousand.

He still wasn't sure how nany people renained in the canp in all; the mgjority had fled during the
battle earlier, and while some might yet return, he was pretty sure that nost hadn't stopped
runni ng yet. The canp, throughout the afternoon as he and those with himhad searched for other

st ay- behi nds, had seened eerily enpty and silent.

A large percentage of the people who renai ned were crowded now i nside the barracks, waiting to
hear fromthe man who' d rel eased the Bol o—and them#$romtheir bonds.

"Maybe he decided to nake off with the Bolo on his own," soneone called out fromthe crowd.
"Yeah, or nebee the damed cl uckers've already noved in and taken Hector over again!”

"Did the Bolo really look fully operational to you. Dieter?" Wal Prescott asked. He rubbed his
stunmp absently. "I mean, we all saw it clearing its Hellbores at th' sky, but..."

"I didn't see the Battle Center, if that's what you nean," Dieter replied. "But the nmajor and
Sergeant Kyl e seenmed to be in control of things."
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"Are they?" a new voi ce demanded fromthe open cl apboard door. "Do they have control of that
dammed Bol 0? O was it just clearing its guns?"

General Spratly stood in the doorway for a nonment, hands on hips, surveying the gathered nen and
wonen

183 as though holding an inpronptu review Several of the nmilitary personnel stood i mediately,
and after a nonent's hesitation, nore and nore people stood as well. It was a tattered remant of
the old body of mlitary formality and protocol that had shaped and ordered the CDF before The
Killing.

Three nore nen entered behind the general —Majors Dul aney and Howard, and Captain Pogue. The three
staff officers took up positions shielding Spratly fromthe watching crowd.

"I never have been sure which side that damed machine was on," Spratly continued. "After the
havoc it weaked today, |I'd think the rest of you would have sone doubts too!"

"The Bol o drove off three clacker warships this afternoon, General," Dieter said.

"Did it?" Spratly and his entourage started forward, and the crowd parted before them "Did it
really? Did you see these warships, Dr. Hollinsworth?"

"No, | didn't. Major Gahamtold me that Hector engaged themwhile they were still sonme tens of
t housands of Kkilonmeters out."

"That's his story. The story of a damed traitor and nutineer."

"Well, sir, if Hector wasn't trading shots with the clackers," Wal asked easily, "who was it
droppi ng rocks on us from orbit?"

"Woul d anyone have been dropping those rocks if Graham hadn't started nmeddling with that thing in
the first place?" Spratly retorted. "Dam it, we don't know what the alien nmachines night've done
to the Bolo's progranm ng. W don't know why the Bolo failed us at Chryse in the first place! Do
we want to put our trust in that... that machine?"

"I don't like it much better'n you do. General," Wal said, shaking his head. "But y'gotta adm't
that ol'Jail gave th' clackers a licking! They lit off out ot h<

laime here like they had a hell-born | egion of can openers after.enl™

"We're free, General," Dieter added. That's what counts!"”

"And | think the general might be able to tell us a little bit nore about what happened at Chryse,
too, " anot her voice said.

The waiting people turned as Jaine strode through the open door, Alita at his side. Both of them
were resplendent in the dark blue-and-silver of the O oud Defense Force, though neither uniform

bore an enmblem of rank, and Alita was still barefoot. Behind them half a dozen men in gray
guards" unifornms formed a silent wall, each of themw th a gouged-out clacker eye wired to his or
her head.

Spratly stared at them ashen faced. "You..."

"Hell o, Ceneral,"” Jaine said with a matter-of-fact smle. "I do apol ogize for the rough handling
this afternoon.”

Spratly's face swiftly darkened fromash-white to angry red. He raised one arm pointing at Jai re.
"Arrest that traitor!’

There was a sharp snick of novenent, and Jainme held a Mark XIV power pistol, one of the weapons
found aboard the Bolo. At his back, the detachment of uniformed troops snapped to the ready with
captured power guns and stunsticks.

file:///ID]|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...mer%20-%20B0l0%208%20B0l0%20Rising%20Txt.txt (83 of 177) [2/4/2004 11:27:22 PM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/K eith%20L aumer%20-%20B ol 0%6208%20B 0l 0%20Ri sing%20Txt.txt

"I don't think so, Ceneral," Jaine said easily. "What | did this afternoon was in self-defense
after you threatened to turn ne over to the cluckers. As for the gun, well... | needed it."
"Mutiny!"

The crowd parted again as Jainme noved forward, |leaving Alita and the guards by the door. He
reached the center of the circle and stood beside Spratly, an inposing figure in blue and silver.
He kept tne power gun in his hand, though he kept the muzzle directed

185 at the barracks' ceiling. The sheer, power-charged presence of the man, anplified by the first
cl ean uni formany of them had seen in a year, held themall nore captive than any nere weapon.

"I"mnot going to apol ogi ze for any of what | did," Jaime said, but now he was speaki ng | ouder
pitching his voice to carry to every nman and wonan in the expectantly silent room "I had a chance
to end our slavery to the alien nmachines. | took it. If | hadn't... well, | leave it to each of
you to decide how nuch | onger we woul d have | asted, working the pit, grubbing in the nud, and
provi di ng those damed scavengers wi th biol ogical spare parts.

"And at this point, | don't think any of us would care to wal k back to the cluckers, apol ogi ze,
and ask themto take us in again."

"Maybe you should do just that!" one anonynous voice called out fromthe cromd "W had it okay
before you stirred up the Bolo!"

"Says you!" another voice cried out, angry and shrill. "Wat are you, sone |and of turner scun?
Th' major's right! This is our chance to wal k out of here, and I'mtakin. it!"

"Me too!"
"That's telh'n. "enl"
"Who the hell is he to decide for us?"

Jainme held up both hands, waving the crowd to silence. "Quiet down! Quiet down, everybody! Look..
if we'd kept on the way we were going, we, all of us, wouldn't have survived much | onger. Think
about it, people! If you' re honest with yourselves, you'll know what |'msaying is true. Now...
except for the fact that you're free now, we're not maki ng any decisions for you. The way | see
it, you have three choices, and which one you decide on is entirely up to you

"First choice. You can strike out on your own, try to |lose yourself in the countryside. W

t hi nk—though it's not certain—we think that the farms and smaller communities beyond the Chryse
Peni nsula are still relatively untouched by the nmachines. W know t hat Tol un nmerchants have been
delivering food, and that food has to be coning from soneplace. You can scatter, go to ground. The
machi nes may track down some of you, but others will escape O naybe the machi nes won't even

bot her.

"Second choice. You can stay here. Talk to the machi nes when they return. Maybe they'll be..
merciful. | don't recommend it, but you can decide the advantages, and the dangers, for
your sel ves.

"Third choice. You can cone with us."

For a frozen nmonment, a stunned silence fell over the crowd. Then the nurnuring began, grow ng
| ouder.

"Where you goin', Major?" a woman called out fromthe darkness toward the rear of the crowd.

"Away from here. Cbviously, I'mnot about to discuss precise plans with people who m ght be picked
up and questioned by the cluckers. But | do have a destination in mnd, and ny goal, ultimately,
is to use the Bolo to help us get us off of this world altogether."

The murmur expl oded into the cacophony possible only to a roaring, agitated crowd.

"W can't |eave Coud!" soneone cried. "lIt's our hone!"
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"The cl ackers' U burn down any ship leaving this planet the nonent it pokes its nose out of the
at nospher e!

"That's insane!"

"Yes!" Spratly yelled, seizing on one shouted word anong many rising above the background thunder
"It is insane! It's insane to put our trust in the Bolo again! It didn't stop the clackers when
they invaded Coud! It didn't stop them from destroying Chryse! How does G aham expect it to stop
t hem now?"

The crowd fell silent again, every eye on Jaine as they waited for his reply. Dieter |eaned
forward, tasting the sweat trickling down his unshaven cheeks and off the comers of his nustache
It was the question everyone in the canp had been wondering about, ever since the day the alien
i nvaders had swooped in from space unchal | enged.

Silence ticked on for another five seconds, before Jainme raised his hand to his ear. He wore,
Di eter saw, an earplug comlink, with the thread m ke extended to rest beside his |ips. "Ckay,
Hector," he said. "You're on."

Amplified feedback squeal ed fromthe evening sky outside, so |loud that sone in the crowd ducked,
and everyone | ooked up.

"Bol o Hecate of the Linel" a vastly anplified voice boonmed out. "This is General Spratly! | order
you to hold yourfirel"

Every head turned, then, eyes locking onto Spratly's paste-white face.

"Boh Hecate of the Line, | copy" another voice, deeper, calner, nore in control replied. It was
the voice, they all knew, of the Bolo. "I now have twenty-eight targets inbound. Nearest now at
five-zero-seven-one kiloneters, and cl osing."

"Hold your fire! Power down, damm ttl"

"The incom ngforces are already so close that | nmay not be able to counter an attack against this
position effectively."

"There will be no attack. They're friendlies. They' ve got to be..."

"CGeneral," a third voice called out, urgent, alnost pleading. "This is Captain Fow er, Boh Liaison
Oficer! I"'min Hector's Battle Center right now, watching that depl oynent on his screens, and
can tell you that these bogjes are not, repeat notfriendlies!"

"We don't know that, damm it!" Spratly's voice countered. "This could be an alien diplonatic
initiative of sone sort! We have nothing here that they could want! | amnot going to start a
dammed war over a m sunderstandi ng!"

"Sir, | really think you shoul d—=

"W do not know who these people are! You and that tin nonster are ordered to adhere to the
current rules of engagenent and stand down! That is a direct order!"

"That," Jainme said in the al nost pal pable silence that followed, "was a recording of radio
communi cati ons nade between the Bol o, then on station at Chryse Base, and Coud Mlitary Comrand
Headquarters, at Giffenburg. General Spratly was the officer in charge at the headquarters that
afternoon. Am| correct, sir?"

Spratly didn't reply. Jaime pushed ahead. "Hector was ready to rai se a defense, an effective

def ense, against the inconming marauders. The general here ordered himto stand down, and Hector,
who is programmed to foll ow human orders, obeyed, despite the misgivings you all heard. Eight

m nutes, twenty-one seconds later, a snmall asteroid slamred into Chryse Base at a velocity of over
four hundred kil oneters per second. The bl ast—-Hector estinmates the kinetic energy yield at al nost
fifty negatons—anni hil ated our base at Chryse, and literally flipped a thirty-two-thousand-ton
Bol 0 end over end, effectively knocking himout of the fight with their very first stroke. He
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| anded upsi de down, which explains how his aft turret got smashed flat, and his battle screens
wer e knocked out. The clackers were able to burn their way in, then, and take over his
paraneuronic circuitry. "We. .. we think that Captain Fow er was still alive when they reached the
Battle Center. They may have used his nenories to learn how to circunvent Hector's check-digit and
error-scan routines. By the tinme they had

Hector operating again, under their control, the fight for Coud, such as it was, was pretty nuch
over, and they were herding the survivors into canps. They posted Hector up on Overlook H Il to
hel p keep an eye on us.

"The point of all of this is that Hector didn't betray us. W betrayed him Hector had identified
a hostile threat and was ready to do sonething about it. He could have done sonething about it
too, as the battle this afternoon proved. But we ordered himto hold his fire... and, |ike a good
sol di er, he obeyed orders."

Jaime was breathing hard, his fists clenched at his sides, as he stared at General Sprady. D eter
wondered if he was waiting for a protest, an explanation, an apol ogy.

How does one apol ogi ze for the death of a civilization?

"There—there were ships in the area," Spratly said, his voice weak. "Human ships. And the Enpyrion
was overdue. We didn't know she'd been destroyed. The first nmessage fromthose i ncom ng ships was
Empyrion's own I D and hailing codes! By the time our scans showed the incom ng ships were aliens,
that Enpyrion wasn't anong them it was too late! I... | didn't want to fire on our own people
Didn't want to precipitate a ghastly, horrible mstake...."

"Hector's not the one to blame," Jainme said, his voice filling the barracks despite the steady
hiss of rain on the roof. "And a nunber of us are going with him.. el sewhere. W have a plan, one
mat raves us a fair chance of getting out of this area and off into the w | derness where we m ght
be able to escape clacker notice. W might even be able to find a way off this rock. | can't nake
any pronmises at this point, but that's the plan

"If you want to stay here and take your chances with the clackers, or if you want to stay with
General Sprady, that's your decision. But you're going to have to nake it damed fast." He | ooked
at the cuffwatch woven into the left sleeve of his uniform "Those of us going with Hector are
leaving in three hours, to take advantage of the dark and the rain. You have that |ong to decide
what you want to do."

The three-hour deadline, Dieter decided, was as nmuch for show as anything else. No one in the canp
had possessed even a fingerwatch since they'd been run down by the machi nes, stripped of
everything even renotely technol ogical, and throwm into the canp, and with the rain and cl oud
cover, it was inpossible to tell time as they usually did by the nobons or suns.

No matter. He knew they would make the deadline. It wasn't as if any of themhad a | ot of things
to pack.

The crowd was beginning to break up, form ng nunerous small discussion groups—sonme of themquite
ani mat ed—whil e others retreated to their sleeping areas, to pack, or sinply to think Dieter began
maki ng his way in toward the center.

"I"'msorry, General, but that's the way it's got to be."

Capt ai n Pogue, Dieter saw, was standing in front of Spratly, hands spread. The other staff
of ficers, Dulaney and Howard, |ooked furious; Spratly |ooked nerely... beaten

"You can't think you'll have a better chance with them" Spratly said. He sounded terribly old and
very tired. "After everything we've been through together...!"

Think of it as insurance, sir," Pogue replied. "I'll be able to— He broke off suddenly as Dieter
appr oached.
"CGeneral ?" Dieter said, ignoring Pogue and the other staff officers. "I"'msure there'd be roomfor

you, too, on this march."
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"A march to where. Dr. Hollinsworth?" Howard demanded. Hi s voi ce possessed an unpl easantly nasa
whi ne. "There's no place on Coud to go where we

191 can escape the nmachines, and this notion of getting off-planet is sheer fantasy]"

"He's right," Dulaney added. "The only people with ships on Coud are the Tolun and the cl ackers,
and neither of themare likely to help us!"

"Jaine's got that figured out," Dieter replied.

"You seemto have remarkable trust in Major G aham" Spratly said, bitter

"CGeneral, Jaime Grahamis given us our first chance of getting out of here since the damed
cluckers came and rounded us up. | figure we owe himthat trust now. "

"But... but he's putting his trust in a Bolo\ A nachine]"

"To tell you the truth, Ceneral,"” Dieter told him though his gaze was resting on Captain Pogue,
"I trust Hector nore than | trust nost people."

CHAPTER TVELVE

My appreciation for ny Commander's understandi ng of hunan nature, psychol ogy, and idiosyncrasy has
risen another notch. 1 eavesdropped on his rallying speech via the earplug receiver and threadm ke
he was wearing and am now convi nced that he coul d convince al nost any human of the truth of any
statenment, true or not. His seem ng preoccupation with proper nmlitary dress, | nowrealize, was
calculated to overawe both military and civilian personnel who have lived in conditions of

squalor, filth, and near or total nakedness for some 329 days.

A uniformconfers a certain power, an enforced respect on those conditioned to perceive it as an
enbl em of authority. Sone of those who heard his speech nmust have connected his uniformwth the
clothing worn by the canp guards and felt a certain conpulsion to obey. thers, particularly
fornmer personnel of the planet's mlitary forces, nust have remenbered what it was |ike once,
before The Killing, and desperately wanted to see the order they renenbered reinstated.

What ever the actual perceptions and notivations, some twelve hundred personnel, both ex-nmilitary
and civilian, have elected to join what sone anmong their

193 nunber are calling "the March." Their destination is unknown, but, strangely, few seemto
care.

It is enough, for now, that they follow Major Jaine G aham

"Do you think the clackers can track us in this nuck?" Jaime asked. He was seated once again in
Hector's Battle Center, unconfortable in his rain-soggy uniformbut unwilling to renove that
single, enotion-tugging physical link with his mlitary past.

Alita and Shari sat together on the center junpseats behind him A faint vibration runbled through
floors and walls as Hector |unbered forward. On the viewscreen, faint green and yel |l ow snudges
could just be made out against the darkness—the body heat of hundreds of people, struggling
through nud and rain in the great Bolo's wake. They'd set off noving toward the northeast,
smashi ng down half of the force fence and several turner houses before breaking out into the
barren, rolling open ground that had been factories and warehouses before The Killing.

Ahead, invisible as yet, the Veline Muntains rose sonewhere behind the rain-m sted darkness of
the interior of the Chryse Peninsula. Jainme hoped they could reach the cover of the thickly
forested foothills before suns-rise. Hector could cover that ten-kilometer distance in ninutes
with little effort. The toiling nmob of disease- and hunger-weakened ex-sl aves, however, would be
hard-pressed to travel that far in any reasonabl e period of tine.

"I't's hard to know what their capabilities are," Shari said, responding to Jainme's question after
a long hesitation. She seened to have recovered somewhat from her earlier shock, but her face was
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still pale and drawn.

"On the contrary," Hector's voice replied frominvisible, overhead speakers. The I.!..! are still
subject to certain basic |laws of physics and mat hematics. The cl oud cover effectively blocks al
radiation in the visible wavel engths; the rain effectively scatters or absorbs all infrared

radi ati on, maski ng ny considerabl e heat signature. The I.!.! could enploy several active search

procedures fromorbit that would pinpoint my |ocation, including both radar and X-ray scans, but |
woul d, of course, detect any such attenpt and could retaliate or enploy janm ng techni ques of ny
own, or use the radiation source as a honing lock for return fire."

"There's still the possibility that they could track you through nagnetic or gravinetric
anonalies,"” Alita pointed out.

"True. However, ny surface shielding and hull degaussing fields reduce ny nmagnetic signature to
very near background |l evels, at least on this world. And my gravinetric signature should be
suitably nasked once we are in the nountains."

"They woul d have to have some pretty detailed scans of the |ocal topology," Jaine pointed out,
"for mag and grav scan baselines, if they wanted to pick you out. | doubt that they' ve bothered
with that. Wiy woul d they need to?"

"God, why do they do anything?" Shari said. "They're machines. They ni ght've been programred to
make baseline scans of everything. W just don't know"

Jai ne thought about that in the painful, long silence that followed. Shari was still on the thin
and ragged edge of hysteria—not that he blaned her, not after what she'd been through—and he
wasn't sure how rmuch of what she was saying was due to conviction or to depression. Still, she was
ri ght about one general but very large problemthat they faced now For al nbst ayear, they'd known
the I'.1.1 as masters, as conquerors, as taskmasters... but never as mlitary opponents. Ch, they'd
been opponents, certainly, during the brief, furious battle for Ooud, but that fight had been
over

195 in a matter of days, and the world's human defenders had never really had a chance to take the
measure of the invading nmachines, to learn their tactics, their strategies and goals, the way they
t hought in battle.

That was, he thought, the single greatest disadvantage the human refugees faced right now Thirty-
five centuries before, an ancient nilitary phil osopher on old Earth had warned that a mlitary
commander nust know both hinself and the eneny to ensure victory. Jaine felt he knew his own
peopl e and what they were capable of, as well as the capabilities and potential of the Bolo, but
the I.1.!1 were sonmething el se entirely.

"Hector?" he said quietly, staring into the green-flecked darkness of the viewscreen. "How wel|l do
you know t he cl ackers?"

"I"'mafraid | don't understand the question as you have phrased it,"
how well do | understand their mlitary capabilities?"

Hector replied. "Do you nean

"I didn't nmean if you knew them socially, damm it." He stopped and rubbed his eyes. He was tired,
and the stress of this past twenty-sone hours was rasping at his nerves. "Sorry. | guess |I'm
getting a bit fuzzy."

"The !'.1.! operate within tightly bound and interconnected hierarchi es which appear to depend on

| arge numbers of |low | evel and rel atively unsophi sticated devices backed up by successive |evels
of increasingly powerful but |ess nunerous units. They rely on overwhel m ng the defense in the
first noments of battle and saturating the area with | ow | evel conbatants, deploying nore powerful
and nore intelligent units where and as needed. | was unable to observe !.!.! tactics directly for
more than the first nine point one three nminutes of the initial conflict, but my inpressionis
that the front-line units possess a relatively rigid and nonadaptive progranmng in matters of
tactics, acquisition, and reaction. This is supported by data acquired fromny nore recent, nore
intimte contact with !.I°!l units."

Jai ne | ooked up sharply at that. "You remenber things fromwhen you were... possessed?" Strange as
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it was in context, it was the only word that fit.

"Some. There were brief periods when a higher, nore tightly organi zed, nore conplex artificia

intelligence seened to occupy certain areas of my higher conscious function. | suspect fromthis
that high-order !°!°! intelligences are able to partially occupy |ow order nachi nes for purposes
of direct observation, information transfer, or tenporary direct |eadership. | also surnise that
the higher-order !'°!.! units possess an extrenely advanced and conplex formof intelligence, an

intelligence at |east as capable as ny own."

Jaine |oosed a thin streamof air through clenched teeth, a long, |ow whistle. He'd been hoping,
that the !'.!.! were only nmachi nes, mechani snms operating according to the programed instructions
of long-dead organic builders. He didn't like the idea of facing sonmething as smart as a Mark
XXXI'I'l Bolo, not one bit.

The | udi crousness of the thought stopped himfor a nmonent. Hector was on/y a machine. |If hunmans
could build Bolos as quick and as intelligent as a Mark XXXIl1, it stood to reason that soneone
el se could build sonething just as good... or even better

Now t here was a di sturbing thought.

"I.1.1 nunbers are unknown but certainly extremely large," Hector went on, "ranging fromthe tiny
floater spy-units and individual sentries to nobile asteroid fortresses such as the ones | engaged
this afternoon. While | cannot nake specific predictions at this point, | submt that we will soon
encounter elenents of higher-ranking !.!.! echelons, ground- and air-conbat vehicles of

consi derably greater power and sophistication than

197 those that were guarding the slave canp. Their nunbers will be fewer, but their capabilities
are likely to be nuch greater.

"And, if | may say so, Conmander," Hector continued, "you need rest. Stress |levels in your voice
i ndicate that you have not slept for some tinme."

"You give ne news |ike that and expect me to sleep?" Jaine demanded, but the sudden change of
topi c nmade himgrin.

"Hector's right," Alita said, comng up behind him She laid a hand on his shoul der, gently
squeezing. "There's a rack in the watch quarters, Mjor. You should sack out for a while. Shari
and | can keep an eye on things out here."

"What about you two?"

"Shari had a nap, and | can keep going for a while. We need you to be fresh, though. O at |east
awake. You're dead on your feet as it is, and that won't do the rest of us a bit of good."

He opened his nouth to protest, but the sudden tide of exhaustion rising up to drag hi m down
strangl ed what ever words he' dbeen about to nmarshal. He'd been going strong for hours, now,

i ncluding a rather high-keyed period of conbat. Hi s reserves were |ong gone; he was operating now
on pure adrenaline and w || power.

"Ckay," he said, struggling up fromthe enbrace of the Battle Center conmand chair. "But call ne
if there's even a hint of trouble.”

"CGo," Alita said. "Sleep. Hector and us'l| keep an eye on things."

The watch roomwas a tiny cubicle off the Battle Center, where they'd found the spare uniforns
earlier. As he peeled off his wet uniform a narrow, hard fol d-down cot opened out of the wall,
beckoning like a tenptress. It received Jaine's body like a mattress of infinitely soft and deep
feat herwi ng down, and he wondered if he was ever going to be able to | eave its enbrace again.

He couldn't sleep immedi ately, though. The thought of this newinmage of the !.!.!1—f an arny of
relatively dunb scouts, workers, and warriors, directed by higher and higher levels of intelligent
machi nes that coul d somehow project their presence and awareness into or through their

unintel ligent servants—held his nmind focused, unable to surrender to the promnise of
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unconsci ousness.

Hector's eval uation raised an interesting question: Were was the boss machine in the !.!.!
hierarchy? If they could find a way to get to it, could they possibly win this | opsided war?

O were they going to have to fight and destroy every damed cl acker between C oud and the
Gal actic Core?

But before he could pursue the question any further, Jaime Grahamwas |ost in a deep and
exhaustion-ridden sl eep

Wthin his corner of the noon called Del amar, DAV728-24389 consi dered the advantages of nultiply
| ayered and nested communi cations... as well as the problens they could cause. There were sone
things, unfortunately, that lower-level !"I.I, with fewer in-series processors and sinpler

par aneural networks, sinply could not conprehend.

Message nesting was inherent to |I.!.! thought, at least to the type of thought enjoyed by the nore
intelligent and conplex of the 1. I.! hierarchy. It figured in nost of their communications and
synbol ogy and was a part of their very inage of self and their relationship to the cosnos.

The synbol "!.!.!, " for instance, all but unpronounceable by nost organics, was not easily
transl ated either. Rather than being a single word or phrase by which

BOLD RI SI NG

199 a relatively sinple thought or inage could be conveyed, it was a pol ydi nensi onal nested
construct, a synbol of neanings enbedded wi thin neani ngs devised to communi cate di fferent but
rel ated concepts on different levels. At its nost basic, !.!"! could nean sonething on the order
of "We Exist" or, possibly, "W Are." At a higher level, however, that sinple pattern of

al ternati ng sounds added shades of neani ng, even whol e new concepts to the basic one of sinple
exi stence. "W Who Shape the Cosnps" was one such concept; "W Wio Exi st Because W Create O der

Wthin the Cosnps" was anot her, depending on how the base "!.!.!" was transmtted, and in what
cont ext .
Only '.1.1 with five or nore brains could grasp the highest-order definition of the race nane,

whi ch for them m ght have been expressed as sonething like "W Who FormInterlinking Patterns of
Conmuni cations and Control Al ong and Anong Milti di nensional Hierarchies That We May Express O der
and Unified Pattern Qut of Unthinking Chaos."

It was for nore efficient to express sinply die clucking phonenes of the !.!.! name. The !.!.1,
above all else, were efficient, even in their use of sounds. Cenerally, they told their subject
races that "I.!.!" represented sinply the word/concept "Master," and let it go at that, since such

sophi sti cated conmuni cati ons nodes were generally far oeyond the grasp of |lesser intelligences.

Much of!.!.! language was sinilarly nested, in fact. A curt, succinctly worded command to first-
or second-|evel machi nes contai ned subsets of elaborations and flavorings that expanded to
sonething nore |like a conversation with third- and fourth-order intelligences, and expanded again
into encycl opedi c discourse with high-end !.!.! cognizants.

The concept allowed for great efficiency in comunication, but it possessed di sadvantages as wel|.
Lower-ranking intelligences often had trouble communicating special or unusual problenms or needs
in any detail to nultiple-brained higher-ups.

Lowlevel !.!.! machines rarely showed anything like initiative, and enpti on—even so nuch as a
sense of urgency or pride in a well-done task—was conpletely beyond them They did what was
expected of them what they'd been told to do, and nothi ng nore.

DAV728-24389 did feel pride in his position and - in what he did, one unanticipated side effect of
his newWy acquired brain and hierarchical position. For that reason, the stinging defeat suffered
some twenty-two trillion nanoseconds ago by die three !.!.! fortress-battlers still burned within
his central processor arrays, the pain as sharp and as lasting as it was unexpected. One of the
battl ers had been destroyed, a second so badly danaged that it mght well be useful only as

sal vage. That such devastating danage to !.!.! fleet assets could be handed out by a single ground
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unit of human manufacture...

When he' d received his pronotion, he'd not expected the higher enotional functions that cane with
it to be so unconfortable.

Proj ecting his consciousness through two deep space relays, he entered the operational downl oad
stacks of GED9287-8726H, the Series 95 in |ow orbit over Celeste. The!.!.! craft was just
approachi ng the Chryse Peninsula, Its scanners, both active and passive, should serve to spot the
human conbat machine that had dealt the 1.1.1 this huniliating defeat.

Once the Bolo's current whereabouts and activities were known, the !'.!.! could formul ate an
appropriate response.

Through GED9287's broad-spectrum sensors, DAY beheld the intense colors ana.dazzling light of the
worl d seen fromlow orbit. The planet's horizon was a gently curved bow of blue and glaring white,
set agai nst the bl ackness absol ute of space. Miuch of that

BOLD RI SI NG

201 horizon was dom nated by a vast, clockw se spiral of white cloud, a storm system of i mense
proportions. DAV extended the sensory range into the infrared, and the cl oudscape was overlaid by
hot red and orange patches scattered randomy across the visible portion of the world. Each inpact
site for the shattered fragnents of the projectiles |launched against the Bolo earlier was
radiating fiercely at infrared wavel engt hs.

"Are you tracking the human conbat machi ne?" DAV asked die!°!°! craft, deliberately sinplifying
the nested el aborations to levels the two-brain systemcould easily conprehend.

"Negative," was the response. The target area was over the horizon during the recent attack, and
was unable to establish target |ock."

"Establish target |ock now "

"I will have to engage active scanning techni ques. Passive systenms will not provide a solid or
definite target |ock."

"Use passive infrared."

"Not possible. Any infrared radiations by the target are lost in the clutter of nmuch brighter IR
sources caused by our bonbardnent."

DAV gave the digital equivalent of a frown. It was true. The scattered craters left in the wake of
t he bonbardnent earlier were giving off so nmuch heat that they effectively nasked the Bolo's IR
si gnature.

"Very well. Go-active." Al he needed was a glinpse...

| detect the first brush of radiations at high-ultraviolet and X-ray wavel engths and pick up a
poi nt source now rising above the western horizon. Unwilling to give away my own precise position
with an active scan of ny own, | estinmate, with a certainty in excess of eighty-seven percent,
that the source of the radiation is an /././ craft engaged in surveillance activities.

My Commander is asleep, and to sumon him for specific orders, or even to consult with Sergeant
Kyle, now on duty in nmy Battle Center, would waste precious seconds. | evaluate the threat and
respond in the nost direct and i nmedi ate manner possible...

DAV728- 24389 had only a few t housand nanoseconds' warning as one portion of the cloud cover ahead
and bel ow suddenly lit up in X-ray wavel engths. At first, he thought it was reflective backscatter
fromthe X-ray source GED9287 was using to paint the target area, but the frequency was wong, and
the source far too intense

The source, in fact, was a bloom of X-rays caused by the passage, at relativistic speeds, of a
bolt of fusing hydrogen through the suspended water droplets of the cloud. The radiations
announci ng the approach of that fusion bolt were followed so closely by the bolt itself that DAV
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had no chance to react or to order evasive naneuvers.

GED9287 was inhabiting a reconnai ssance-scout vehicle far smaller and | ess heavily arnored than
one of the big, Series 34 fortress-battlers. Though faster and nore maneuverable, the Series 95
possessed scarcely a tenth of a battler's mass, and the fusion bolt seared through arnor and
internal circuitries like a high-velocity bullet through a structure nmade of pasteboard cards. In
one instant, DAVs view of the planet was obscured by a fast-swelling glare of X-rays and
ultraviolet; in the next, there was a jarring concussion, and he found the focus of his

consci ousness once again centered within the depths of the !.!.! comand conpl ex deep within the
caverns of Delamar. On his operational scanners, CED9287 was now little nore than an expandi ng
cloud of hot gas and fragnmentary debris.

And DAV728 was | eft pondering a second 1. |I. f defeat in the space of only 2.2 x 1013 nanoseconds.
BOLD RI SI NG
This was getting out of hand... what DAV thought of as outside of parameters. Sonething would have

to be done. Sonething decisive.
Now. . . .

Jai ne came awake as the thunder of a Hellbore shock rocked the Bolo. Even here, deep in the big
machi ne's wel | -shi el ded core, the |launch of a fusing hydrogen bolt generated a bone-rattling
det onati on.

He was on his feet in an instant and had reentered the Battle Center in two nore. "What is it?
VWhat ' s happened?”

AHta turned in the command seat, her eyes wide. "I'mnot certain. He just... opened fire."

"W were being painted by a hostile surveillance spacecraft,"” Hector said, his tones as unruffled
as ever. "l deened it necessary to elimnate the source "before our position was |earned by the
eneny. "

"So what the hell does he need us for?" Shan asked.

Jai ne ducked beneath the circul ar viewscreen and studied the i mages arrayed about the command
seat. They were noving through Iight woods now, grinding over nud and felled trees as easily as
over open prairie. The cloud cover renai ned unbroken, and a steady drizzle continued to nask them
fromthe sky. Behind the Bolo, the toiling entourage of freed hunans continued working its way
along in the nmuddy path carved by the enormous tracks, their presence nmarked only by the eerie
green and yell ow gl ows of their body heat against the cold darkness.

"W can't take potshots at the clackers every tine they orbit over," Jaine said. "Sooner or |ater

we'll make them nad, "

"l doubt that human enotions such as anger can be applied to the !.!.!," Hector replied, "and
agree that casual exchanges shoul d be avoi ded. However, until we are masked by the basaltic
formati ons of the mountains, it is inportant that we keep our position as secret as possible."

"Yeah." He studied the mass of humanity struggling along behind the Bolo for a monment nore. In IR
wavel engths, it was difficult to tell those were people; it was inpossible to pick out facial
features enough to identify particular individuals. Hectors single shot had caused the pack to
scatter. They were energing now fromeither side of the Bolo-flattened trail, staring up at the
sky wi th unreadabl e, green-glow ng faces. "Yeah. You did right, Hector. But we're going to have to
do somet hing nore. Qur people are noving too slowy. They're boggi ng down in the nud, and they've
got to be close to dropping in their tracks already. And what's worse, if you have to hold
yoursel f down to their pace..."

H s eyes wi dened. The full truth of what he was saying was just striking through the |ayers of
exhaustion snothering his brain. Asingle !.!°! assault would catch all of those hundreds of
peopl e in the open, defenseless. Dam, why hadn't he seen the problem before? He was so tired he'd
not been thinking straight. "The clackers are going to catch themout there |ong before we nake
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t he mountains."
"Could they ride up top, on Hector's upper deck?" Alita asked.
He shook his head. "Twel ve hundred peopl e? Hectors big, but he's not that big."

They might take turns. Sone rest, while the others wal k. "

"Just clinbing the hull |adders twenty or twenty-five neters to get up there would be too nmuch for
nost of them Besides, if the clackers attacked, anyone topside would get swept off or fried. No,
we're going to have to do it another way." "How?" "I had it all wong," Jaine said. "I thought we

coul d just carve our way through to the nountains. But that kind of thinking won't get us hal fway
there."

"You're getting that wild look in your eye, Major. Like earlier, when we boarded Hector in the
first place."

"Get used to it, Sergeant. We're about to take Hector and go over on the offensive."
"What ?"

"I't's our only real option."

"But... attack? That's crazy!"

"Not really. |'ve been thinking of this whole operation as just busting out of the canmp and
running, Alita. Defensive thinking. But Bolos aren't designed with defensive operations in mnd,
are they, Hector?"

"Negative," the Bolo replied. "And the current tactical situation does suggest that an offensive
canpai gn should be nore effective by far in protecting your people and hi reaching a place of
relative security.”

Hect or al nost sounded pl eased at the thought.
"Do you have any ideas as to how to go about this?" he asked the Bol o.

"In specifics, no. However, it does occur to ne that the overall strategic situation is simlar in
many respects to that faced by Spartacus's arnmy during the so-called slave revolt of 73 to 71
B.C., inthe late Roman '>. Republic."

"Spartacus?" Jaime shook his head. "I had the usual two weeks of Latin in school, but we didn't
cover much Ronman history."

"Spartacus was a Thracian soldier in the Roman armny, apparently with some know edge of Ronman
mlitary tactics and organi zati on. He deserted, was captured, and sold into slavery. He was
eventual |y purchased by Lentulus Batiates, who had himtrained as a gl adiator—a slave or a
condemmed crimnal who fought other, simlarly trained slaves for the anmusenent of others.

WttiamH Keith, Jr.

"In 73 B.C., Spartacus was anmong seventy-eight gladiators who lolled their captors at the

gl adi at or school at Capua and escaped into the Roman countryside. They established a canp on the
sl opes of Mount Vesuvius. There, perhaps because of his military training, Spartacus was chosen as
their | eader.

"The Roman historian Plutarch records that Spartacus was 'a man not only of high spirit and
bravery, but al so in understanding and gentl eness superior to his condition.' Evidently, even his
enemi es respected him" "Seventy-eight men?" Alita said. "You' re tal king about a small guerrilla
force, not an arny."

“Initially, yes. They survived by raiding nearby farnms for food. However, Spartacus issued a call
for all of the slaves within the Italian Peninsula to rise up against their masters and join him
at Vesuvius. Wthin a short time, Spartacus's arny nunbered approxi nately one hundred twenty
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thousand, and Rone itself was terrified of the prospect of a general slave revolt. At this tine,
the freemen and citizens of Rome were far outnunbered by their slaves.

"Spartacus trained his nen. He taught themto nake weapons. He drilled themin the tactics of
maneuver and conmbat of the day. Under his |eadership, the slave arny defeated two Roman armies in
rapi d succession and overran the south Italian countryside. In the hopes of dispersing his people
to their homes, he marched north to the Al ps, but his arny, less disciplined than that of Rone,
per haps, refused to leave Italy. Turning south, he marched the entire length of the Italian

Peni nsul a, seeking to transport at |least part of his arny to a safe haven overseas. For al nost a
year he fought off repeated Roman thrusts, but he was bl ocked from escapi ng by no fewer than eight
Roman | egi ons under the conmand of M |icinius Crassus. M

Jainme felt as though his eyes nmust be gl azing over. Mst of these nanes and places he'd never
heard of.

The overall situation did sound simlar, though.... former slaves attenpting to reach a safe
haven, as far fromtheir fornmer masters as they coul d nanage.

"At last, Spartacus's arny divided, possibly because of dissension within the ranks. One group of
Gaul s and Gernmans, fleeing northward, was w ped out to a man by Crassus.

"Spartacus's renmaining forces were at |ast trapped by two | arge Roman forces, under the conmands
of Crassus and Ponpey. Roman historians record that Spartacus died in a desperate, final battle
agai nst overwhel mi ng odds. The vast majority of his followers were killed. It is said that sonme
si x thousand captives were crucified al ong the Appi an Way, between Capua and the gates of Rone.
Their bodies were left rotting for nonths as a warning to other slaves."

Jai ne sighed. "Thanks, Hector. That's just exactly the sort of thing | needed to hear right now"
Soneti mes, Bol os had access to entirely too much information and seemed unaware of its effect on
ot hers.

"Your voice stress levels indicate that you are upset," Hector said. "The exanple of Spartacus was
i ntended not to denoralize, but to encourage.”

"Yeah? He was overwhel ned and defeated in the end, right? Howis that supposed to encourage us?"

"Spartacus's position was simlar to ours in many respects—that of a band of escaped sl aves
surrounded by powerful and inplacable eneny forces. By going on the offensive, and by utilizing
native cunning and a superior know edge of tactics and strategy, he survived repeated attacks by
those forces for a period of nearly three years. Hi s final defeat appears to have been the result
of internal dissension and a | ack of any clear, |long-termgoal, weaknesses that assured his
eventual entrapnent and defeat.”

"So," Shari said quietly, "we stick together, and the clackers won't crucify us. | guess | can
live with that."

"That's the idea, isn't it?" Jaine said. To survive this."

"Hey, what's to worry about?" Alita asked. "Spartacus didn't have a Bolo on his side."

"The question," Jaime said, "is whether even a Bol o woul d have been enough. | guess that's what
we're going to find out.”

"The key," Hector rem nded them "will be taking the initiative, and holding it."

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

We have no way of even estimating the total nunbers and strength of the /././ Enemny. Against them
we have one unit of questionable effectiveness—the so-called Brotherhood of the Eye—and one conbat -
ready unit, nyself. My Conmander is correct. Clearly, our only alternative is to go over to the

of f ensi ve.

I am concerned, however, because | amnot yet fatty operational. My power output has risen to only
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48.97% of my normal full output, possibly because of internal danage suffered when Chryse was hit.
Numer ous systens, including contra-gravity, remain off-line, and only two of ny three prinmary
weapons are functi onal

The nost serious problem however, remains an operational one. My Commander has not shared with ne
his | ong-range plans, but his goal of saving the humans freed from Canp 84 can be successful only

in the short termunless he finds a nmeans of getting them off-planet. Even a JuUy functional Bolo

Mark XXXI'I'l would not be able to withstand thefutt power of the /././ conbat capability when they

choose to unleash it. W nust find a way off this world, and sanctuary el sewhere. But where?

And how?

Even operating on less than half power, and without contra-gravity to reduce weight or hel p boost
the massi ve vehicle across breaks in the road, Hector could easily nmanage a crui se speed of
seventy kiloneters per hour, while the mass of people toiling al ong behind were lucky if they
could make a ragged two or three. Wrse, there was no way they could keep goi ng hour upon hour

wi t hout stop, without rest or food or sleep. Twenty hours after they'd left Canp 84, they'd
managed to cover less than thirty kiloneters in all

If Hector continued plodding along at the naxi num speed of the slowest of the hunan refugees, the
'.1.1 would have no trouble at all reacquiring the big target and reducing it to nolten sl ag.

The rain was thinning to a light drizzle in the predawn darkness when Jainme invited Wal Prescott
aboard for a strategic conference. They sat in the junpseats in the Battle Center with Alita,
whil e Shari took her turn in the comand chair

"And that, Colonel," Jainme said after he'd laid out his idea in brief, "is what 1'd like to try to
do. \What do you think?"

Wal | eaned back in his seat, eyes closed. Sonmewhere along the Iine, |ike nobst of the refugees,
he'd picked up sone clothing—overalls and a light jacket. A warehouse northeast of the canp had
been full of civilian clothes of all descriptions. They were drying quickly in the dry air inside
Hector, but enough water had run down and onto the deck to forma sizable puddle.

"What do / think? Wiy the hell are you askin' ne?"

Jai ne blinked. "Because, unless there were sone other colonels or a general or two who survived
The Killing and decided to come along with us on this little jaunt, you are the ranking officer
here. Sir."

Wal's eyes opened, andhe | ooked at Jaine with an

211 expression that mngled exhaustion with pain... and perhaps sone fear as well. "Son, | ain't
in command of nothin., 'cept maybe nyself. And sonetines |I'mnot even too sure of that.” Wal shook
his head. "Jainme, the C oud Defense Force ceased to exist about five mnutes after that asteroid
slamed into Chryse." He held up a hand as Jainme started to protest. "Ch, | know, | know | went

along with the charade. Played good soldier and plotted with the Escape Conmittee an. all that. |

t hought maybe a few of us would be able to help others slip out past the latrines and nmake it far

enough away that the cluckers wouldn't notice." He | ooked around the |l owceilinged Battle Center.

"But this... Hell, I don't know a thing about Bolos, Jaime. And | can't say | even believe in what
you're tryin' t' do."

"Then why'd you cone?" The words were sharp, nore accusation than question. "You could have opted
to go with Spratly."” The forner CDF general, according to the |latest reports, was headed south,
hoping to |l ose hinself and the canp refugees who'd sided with himin the Gother Forest and the

swanps beyond. \Wet her they would be able to elude the !.!.! was anybody's guess, but they had a
chance... if only because the nmachi nes woul d be nore concerned about the Bolo and the people with
it.

" '"Cause | was tired of living in the mud, and | figured that here, with you, I'd have a chance of
getting killed fast and clean if the clackers swooped in 'n' tried t' grab us." He held his stunp

up for enphasis. "I knowmy lints, Jainme. I'lIl follow your |eaa here, do what you tell ne t' do.
But I'm not about to try t. run this show "
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"He's tal king sense, Major," Alita put in. She'd been silent throughout the whol e discussion
until now. "This has been your idea fromthe start. Your vision. You should be in comand."

"I can't just... step in. Take command on ny own authority...”
"I'sn't that what you di d?" Wal asked. "Wien you forced matters with Spratly?"
"That was different—

"I'n what way? He was the ranking officer. The one in command. \Wether you agreed with the son-of-a-
bitch or not, he was the guy in charge at the Cel este Canp, not countin. the turners and the
cl ackers, of course."

"You make it sound like mutiny."
"Wasn't it?"

"You did what you had to do, Major," Alita put in. "But the canp revolt, getting Hector on our
side, that was all your idea."

"I'"ve been doing what | thought was ny duty, under the charter of the CDF."

Wal shrugged. "Seens t' ne you' ve already gone well beyond the boundaries of that charter. Hell
you can't pick and choose what orders you're gonna accept, and whi ch ones you're gonna i gnore!
Either the CDF continues, in all its glory and tradition, or you admt you're starting sonething
new here. And that you're the one in command!"

"You got us into this," Alita added, grinning. "You'll get us out!"

Jainme didn't answer for a long nonent, and Wal chuckled. "Responsibility's a bitch, ain't it?"

Jaine drew a deep breath, then let it out. He'd been trying to maintain the illusion of being
anot her Jink in the time-honored chain of comand, even when events had gotten out of hand. It
seened, though, that there was no place left to hide. Even in die depths of a Bolo.

O especially in the depths of a Bolo. If he'd needed authority for what he'd done, he'd taken it
by reawakeni ng the huge battle nmachine and throwing it into the fight against the I.!.!.

"Ckay," he said. Tmin command and we have a brand new organi zati on here, conplinments of Hector."
He gl anced at the control center. "Though I'mnot entirely sure that Hector shouldn't be the one
running this. | still need soneone to nmanage the refugees. And the Brotherhood."

Wal frowned. "You think that bunch'll anpunt to anything? Not all of '"emare mlitary. Alot are
full of hot air, nore'n anything else.”

"They took on the clackers one-on-one," Jaine replied. "And with their bare hands. Ri ght now,
that's all the qualifications | need. Those machi ne eyes they wear are pretty damed good as
badges of course conpletion, wouldn't you say?"

"Well, they've got guts, certainly. Maybe not nuch sense, but they've got guts, |I'Il give 'em

that."

"Which is why | need an experienced nman | eading them Hector here is going to be bearing the brunt
of any conbat we have to face. Hell, if the clackers cone down on that crowd outside wth anything
like real weaponry, our people won't stand a chance. And we cannot afford having the Brotherhood
or anyone el se naki ng any heroic gestures, charging a clacker hunter-killer, say, armed with
not hi ng but stunsticks and power guns."

"So, what're you gonna use 'emfor?"

"Columm security. Scouts. And we'll need disciplined people just to keep the main body together. |
don't want to |l ose any stragglers on this march.”
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"You may not have that choice, Jaine W've been losing a | ot of people already, the ones who just
can't keep up."

"I know, and that's going to stop." He folded his arns. "W al so need to think about supplies.
Food and water, especially. Mst of the people out there haven't eaten since we |left the canp. And

we' |l have to scrounge for shoes or boots, clothing, everything they need to keep going,
especially up in the nountains. W' |l need to organize foraging parties, and we'll have to arrange
for protecting the foraging parties. I'mthinking that the Brotherhood could handle a | ot of that,

if we can get them organized. WII you take the job?"
"What, ne? In command of those yahoos?"
"I need soneone who can instill sone discipline in them Wal."

"What about Pogue?"

Jaine snorted. "l... don't trust him Not yet, anyway. | never cared nmuch for that entire crowd of
Spratly s. They were too... confortable with their little niche."

"He gave all that up t' cone along on this joyride of yours, son. You'll have to give hima chance
sonetinme. "

"Maybe. But for now | think | want to keep a pretty close eye on him He was al ways too much the
yes-man to Spratly, and his joining us was pretty damed sudden." Jai me shook his head. "No, you
told me to run things the way | see fit. What is best for this operation, what's necessary for our
survival is for you to take over as CO of the Brotherhood. So, are you going to stop shirking your
responsibility and foll ow orders?" He snmiled. "Sir?"

Wal considered the question a moment. "Ckay. Sir. | suggest, though, that the first thing you do
is give yourself a promotion. I'mdamed if |I'm gonna take any nore orders froma damed wet -
behi nd-the-ears major...."

| have | ogged Jaine Graham s pronotion to brigadier general, effective at 0600 hours, |ocal tine,
this nmorning. While the procedure has certainly circunvented customary regul ati on and protocol, 1
can understand the need for himto denonstrate clear precedence of rank and comrand and, frankly,
can see no other nmeans for himto do so. The troops under his comand

215 accepted the news, for the nost part, with cheers and shouted congratulations. O themall,
the man who seens to have the nost doubts about this nove appears to be General G aham hinself.

Sel f -doubts or not, Ceneral G aham has noved with conmendabl e alacrity in the four hours since
announci ng his pronotion. Placing Colonel Prescott in command of the Brotherhood, he convinced
Dieter Hollinsworth to act as the civilian | eader of the March. Leaving the two in joint command,
he has directed ne to conti nue ahead at maxi mum possi bl e speed. Even taking gentler routes around

forested hills, rather than over them and being forced to skirt a 100-neter crater still glow ng
red-hot, | only required two hours, thirty-five mnutes to reach the southern end of Canbera Pass,
nearest and gentlest of several possible routes north through the Veline Muntains. A village,
Donmburg, | ay nearby, and we investigated that as well. The place was deserted—+ecently so— but

proved that there are human habitations in the country not overrun by the 1.1.1.

After a brief foray in search of Eneny positions or units—+ found none—and the | aunch of severa
renote surveillance drones, | reversed course and cut a second path to the south, rejoining the
March, before setting out once again, this time noving due east toward Fort Geeley, a former CDF
supply depot.

The general's strategy is clear. By having me cut a path through wooded, overgrown, and rough
terrain, he has eased the hunan group's progress overland. By cutting nultiple paths, he wll
confuse the Eneny as to the group's precise path and intent.

And finally, he has freed me to take full advantage of ny overland speed and nmaneuverability. If
there are 1.1.1forces in the area, | will be able to take direct action, rather than waiting for
themto take action against us.
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| have launched two additional surveillance drones as we approach Fort Geeley. Wile | have as
yet detected no sign of the Eneny, | believe that action is inmnent.

JEG851-8389 felt it first, a trenmulous vibration in the ground sinmilar to a faint, |ow anplitude
seism c shock... except that it went on and on, minute after mnute, and seened to grow slowy in
strengt h.

JEG was currently occupying a Series 20 nobile factory, a position he'd held now for over 2.8 x
1016 nanoseconds, ever since the !.!.! had occupied the world humans called C oud. Possessing five
brai ns, JEG possessed a hi gh degree of reason, planning skills, and imagi nation, so rmuch so that
he was somewhat overqualified for his current assignnent. The past three hundred or so |ocal days,
in fact, had been an agony of boredom enough to nmake hi mwonder if the depl oynment schedul i ng
program had actual |y done the unthinkabl e and nade a ni st ake.

Supervi sing a resource collection conmplex and nobile factory was ordinarily the province of a four-
brain construct. Imagination was not required for what was generally a tedi ous and nonot onously
predi ct abl e operation.

Now, though, his assignment had abruptly become | ess than predictable. He'd picked up information
of the human conbat machi ne's sudden nutiny on the general !'.!.! conmunications web and, as the
three !'.!1.! ships had noved into position, heMtaken the precaution of subnerging hinself in a

| arge | ake, protection against a near strike if such occurred. For the past 9.3 x 1013
nanoseconds, there'd been nothing—no information, no word of the human machine's activities.

Those om nous ground vi brations, however, suggested
217 a very large mass traveling over uneven terrain, and noving in JEG s direction

Per haps, JEG reasoned, it was tinme to energe fromhis hiding place and find out what the situation
actually was. Cautiously, he raised a sensor cluster above the surface of the water, probing the
forested terrain in all directions.

Wien he saw not hi ng, he began energing slowy fromthe | ake.

"1 have a contact," Hector announced, "bearing zero-nine-five, range two-seven kiloneters."

Alita had the watch at the command consol e, but both Shari and Jai me were standi ng behind her seat
in an instant, peering up at the circular viewscreen. The rain had lifted at last, and both suns
wer e now above the horizon in a blaze of red and red-and-viol et against the scattering cl ouds.
Hector was grinding down a ten-degree slope, his blunt prow scattering trees in his path like

mat chsti cks. Ahead, just visible through the early norning haze, lay a broad valley centered on a
I ong and narrow | ake.

"Where is it?" Jainme asked, "Wat've you picked up?"

A red square appeared on the screen, centering over the left end of the |ake, then contracting
rapidly to pick out a black speck hidden within a froth of spray and foam

"I have a better view from Renpote Drone Three," Hector said, adding an inset wi ndow to the

vi ewscreen display. There, a new inage flashed on, tilted steeply as tne flying camera peered down
fromseveral hundred meters overhead. Spray expl oded on the water below as the !.!.! machi ne broke
the surface

"What is it?" Shari asked, her eyes widening. "lIt's kind of |ike one of their nobile factories,
but bigger."
"Hel.!.! do not seemto have standardi zed designs,"

Hector replied. "Or, possibly, they enploy so nany different standard designs that it is difficult
to classify them This appears to be a large nobile factory, however, simlar in purpose to the
one at Canp 84.1 estinmate it to nass in the neighborhood of twenty thousand tons."

That was twi ce the mass of the nobile factory at the canp, Jaine thought. "It'll have fighter
units," he warned. "Lots of'em"™
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"Acknow edged. Targeting...."

A pair of red crosshairs tracked across the viewscreen, zeroing in on the distant target. Jaine
heard the grinding runble of Hector's primary turrets in nmotion. An instant before he could fire,
however, the view fromthe renote reconnai ssance drone showed ports droppi ng open al ong both

fl anks of the huge mechani smerupting fromthe | ake, and a cloud of black darts energing |ike
hornets froma gleam ng, netallic nest.

"Firing," Hector said, and the ear-piercing thunder of his Nunber One 200cm Hel | bore det onated
with savage ferocity within the narrow confines of the Battle Center. Al three of the hunans
cl apped hands over ears as a second shot exploded fromthe Bol o's upper deck

Both shots struck the !.!.! machine close to the waterline, and at the one-two inpact of two high-
velocity bolts of fusing hydrogen, water flashed into steam

So far as Jaine or his conpanions could see, the target had sinply vani shed behind a fast-
expandi ng donme of white; a second later, the sky was filled with jet-black !.!.! flyers, craft
ranging fromfist-sized scout flyers to disk-shaped, robot aircraft bristling with weapons.

The !'.!1°! machine's outline appeared within the erupting cloud of steam ghostly, in a blue haze,
as
BOLD RI SI NG

Hector found its shape with radar and other, more subtle senses. A third Hellbore blast seared
through the steamli ke a thunderbolt, nicking the vehicle' s skin, blasting a housersized chunk of
metal fromthe nobile factory's side

The battl e becane a swooping, dizzying nelee then, as hundreds of!.!.! conbat nachi nes swarmed
about the Bolo |ike angry bees. Robot missiles, those that nanaged to slip past Hector's point
defense batteries, slammed into the Bolo's sides and exploded in shattering chains of hull-
rattling concussions. Larger aircraft |oosed clouds of mssiles of their own, or probed and

sl ashed with beans of high-energy protons or the lancing, jagged, blue-white flash of electron
beans.

Jainme stood transfixed as the battle swirled and strobed around his head. Again, he was struck by
the sobering realization that no human coul d possibly direct such a battle or even hope to
conprehend what was happeni ng as events unfol ded. Hector was now operating in full battle node,
maki ng his own decisions mllisecond by mllisecond at a speed and with a precision no nmerely
organi c brain could match. Targeting information, |long colums of flickering nunbers and letters,
scroll ed down the viewscreen, as geonetric shapes outlined in red-and-green |ight arranged

t hensel ves across the swirl of darting shapes, as though trying to inpose sone senbl ance of

mat hemati cal order to the chaos there.

Hector fired salvo upon salvo of point defense weapons, sending up flickering threads of

whi pl ashing | asers and cl ouds of high-velocity flechettes, sweeping attackers fromthe sky in
fiery slashes that transfornmed fast-noving, brilliantly naneuverable craft into hurtling gl obs of
fused and nolten debris with every shot. His hull defensive fields sparkled as eneny beans played
across them the power drain fromthe battle screens alone was enough to light a small city, and
they were absorbing kiloton upon kiloton of inconing beam and expl osive fury.

Despite the power drain, Hector accelerated, tracks shrieking as he hurtled down the hillside
through a forest that sinply erupted into living flame beneath that terrible assault.

Ten mles ahead, the !°!.! nobile factory heaved itself clear of the |ake, three tracked segnents
connected with flexibly articulating joints, the upper hulls heavy with weapons turrets, towers,
and antennae |ike curved, cruel-barbed horns.

Weapons bl azing, it ponderously swung to the left and accelerated, racing to nmeet the oncom ng
Bol o.

JEGB51 possessed i magi nati on enough to picture in high relief and sharp focus exactly what woul d
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happen in a one-on-one encounter with the Bolo. The human battle nmachine was twi ce the size of the
"Il nobile factory; worse, it possessed at |east twelve tines the firepower, even with one of
its primary weapons turrets out of action

The nobile factory, though heavily armed and arnored, was designed to serve as a resource
col l ection conpl ex, gathering up weckage, scrap, and technol ogical detritus and processing it
into useful !'.!. ! control nodul es, workers, and scavenger units. The Bol o, according to the
accounts and records JEG had observed, was designed for one thing, and one thing onl y—high-

i ntensity conbat —and that single-m ndedness of purpose was the biggest advantage it carried in

this contest. JEG estimted that he had another twenty-seven billion nanoseconds before the Bolo
reduced himto mindless, lifeless scrap
H s death, however, could serve the !.!.! in valuable ways. As soon as the sizzling static from

those twin Hell bore blasts had cleared, JEG had |inked onto the

1.1, Primary Web, uploading a full account of his current situation, an account updated
mllisecond to mllisecond as the battle continued. The !.!.! now knew precisely where the Bolo
was.

He could also inflict danage on the hunman nachi ne, damage which they would find difficult to
repair without bases or mai ntenance depots. Along his broad, segnented back, batteries of turrets,
each nmounting fromone to three particle accelerator cannons, directed their full output against

t he approachi ng Bol o, visible now as a dark, conpact nountain advanci ng through shivering and
splintering, burning trees and the swirling snoke of the firestorm Particle beans, visible in the
snoky haze as blinding threads of violet-white |light, sought that advancing, artificial nountain
and clung to it, gouging at hard-driven battle screens, in places driving through force field
defenses and biting into duralloy and steel. Two spots on the Bolo s glacis gl owed red-hot beneath
the assault. A few nore good, solid hits there, and perhaps—

A Hel | bore round shrieked in out of the battiefog, striking JEG51 squarely in his primary sensor
array tower, passing all the way through in a starcore-hot burst of vaporizing netal. The hit

di srupted all conbat drone conmunications, throwing his dwindling fleet of attacking vehicles onto
their own devices. It also seared through critical targeting circuitry, knocking half of his
particle accel erator cannons off-Iine.

JEG swung hard to the right, seeking now to take cover behind a low hill to the west, but another
Hel | bore round, acconpani ed by half a dozen hi gh-

, energy laser pulses, struck his | ead segnent, shattering turrets in clouds of steel splinters,
punchi ng hol es through arnor and tender, inner wiring, reducing j tracks to fused nasses of slag,
all in a burning instant of hellfire and destruction

Inner fires burned within JEG s crunpling frame, like sullen, orange eyes w nking from ragged-
edged caverns in black hull nmetal. H's final thought, as his power core went critical in a flash
of escapi ng energy, was that he had sadly m sjudged the anpbunt of tine he would have in which to
danmage hi s opponent.

The entire battle had | asted barely one-fifth of those twenty-seven billion nanoseconds JEG351 had
been counting on.

Fort Greeley was a small town on the east end of Lake Hal ashone. Many of its inhabitants had
already fled at the first runblings of the Bolo' s approach, but a few had stayed, hiding in
cellars, or hunkering down anmong the rock outcroppings in the hills above the town, watching as
the two machine titans clashed in their brief but spectacul ar encounter

Jainme stood on the street, hand resting lightly on his hol stered power gun, as a del egation from
the town approached. Fifty nmeters at his back, the towering cuff of the Bolo rose at the edge of
town, its hull still furiously radiating heat enough to warmthe chill, nmorning air

"Morning, folks," Jaine called with a friendly smle as several ragged-|ooking citizens
approached. Several held rifles that had the | ook of antiques about them and others clutched

| engths of pipe or wood. It didn't |ook exactly like a reception happy to see him or the tracked
nmonst er brought along to the outskirts of Fort Greeley. He ignored the hostile glares and
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threatening scow s, picking out the best-dressed man in the crowd and pinning himw th his eyes.
"I''"'m General Graham of the Coud Defense Force. Wio's in charge here?”

"I am" replied the man Jaime had al ready singled out. "Constable H ggins. Are you out of your
skekking mind conming here like this?"

"I don't think so," Jaine replied, keeping his voice
223 light. He could taste snoke in the air; several kilonmeters away, the forest was still burning.

"That there Bolo took out a goddamm cl ucker-crawie factory in five an. a half seconds!" anot her
man nearby said, marveling with a shake of his head. "I ain't never seen nothin' like it!"

"Hol d your tongue, Zeke," Hi ggins said. H's eyes narrowed as he glared at Jaine. "M ster, you can
just get that tin nonster of yours turned around and get out of this district as fast as you can
W been mal dn' out okay here with the cluckers, live an' let live, but, dammit, they're gonna
think we had sonethin' t' do with their factory gettin' slagged!"

"I"'msorry about that," Jaime replied. "W didn't know there were any eneny forces in this area.
But now that it's done, nmaybe we can help each other."

"You can help by high-tailin' it for the horizon, mister!" sonmeone in the growi ng nob called out.
Several vehicles had arrived, ground cars and a couple of hovertrucks piled high with nore of the
town's citizens enmerging fromcover.

"I'mafraid | can't do that |'ve got sonething |like twelve hundred people out there, refugees from
the slave | abor canp at Celeste. They're hungry, starving, sone of them and nost of them need
cl ot hes and shoes, too."

"Look, mister," Hggins said. "W don't bear you no ill-feelin's. But we got troubles of our own,
y' under st and?"
Jai me nodded toward the thickly wooded hill north of the towmn. "Is the Fort G eeley Depot still up

t her e?"

"It's there," Higgins said, guarded.

"Well, then," Jaime said, grinning, "you fol ks have a choice. You can round up all of the vehicles
and ground transports you can nmid in town and help load diemup with food. Lots of food. And
uni forms and boots fromthe depot. Weapons, if there are any in the arnmory, still. O..." He let

the word hang there in the snoke-tainted norning air.
"O what ?"

"Or I'lIl have those people cone in here and hel p thensel ves. Vknow, that just mght be the easiest
thing to do."

"Twtwel ve hundred refugees?" Hi ggins's eyes were wide. "Jeez, mster—

"It's CGeneral, Constable Higgins, not mster. And while | regret the necessity, | amdeclaring
martial lawin this region. My people need food and supplies, and | intend to get them Wth or
wi t hout your cooperation!”

"They's only one of him Constable!" a man with a rusty relic of a hunting rifle said, raising the
weapon.

The briefest of red flashes flicked out fromone of Hector's point defense turrets, caressing the
rifle, slicing through the barrel just ahead of the man's left hand. A second flash foll owed,
carving tel escopic sight and receiver with a surgeon's skill. The man yel ped, flapping burned
hands as he junped back, and the weapon clattered in three snoking pieces to the pavenent.

"Pl ease don't make nme back up nmy orders with force, Constable," Jaine said. "The survival of
twel ve hundred people is at stake, and I will not hesitate to take what they need to survive. You
can cooperate with us or not... but we witt take what we need."
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"Dam it, man, that's robbery and extortion!"

"From ny perspective, sir, it's war. | wonder if you'd care to explain just what sort of an
arrangenent you've had with the cluckers for the past year or so."

"Ah, well, that is..." He stopped, |ooking at the other nenbers of the crowd for help. "Look
ah... Ceneral, we did what we had to t' survive. That big nobile factory of theirs and a bunch of
their floaters cone in here and rounded up eighty of our people.

Fried "emall, right up there in Dawes Square. Then they told us t' start providin' "emwth
stuff, or they'd fry the rest of us in batches, eighty at a tinme."

"What ki nd of stuff?"

Tech stuff, nostly. Lots of refined netals. Conputers. Servo units. Tools. Mchine parts. And,
yeah, food, too. Al we could turn out fromthe hydroponics plots, down by th. |ake."

Jai ne nodded. The !°!.! lust for any refined netals or human nmachi nery was still inexplicable, but
he'd just confirnmed an assunption he'd made back at Canp 84. The nmachi nes had permtted outlying
towns and settlenents to nmaintain a senbl ance of autonomy in exchange for food.

The food that had kept 84 alive for alnost a year, now

"Well, we're going to take as nuch food as you can provide," Jainme told them He nodded at one of
the novertrucks. "And sonme of your vehicles, too, to carry it. W'll |eave you enough to neet your
own needs, though. And, after that, we'll |eave you alone."

"Yeah, but the cl ackers— soneone called out.
"What're we gonna do?" another cried.

Jai me spread his hands. "You can stay and reason with them" he suggested. "Explain that we cane
in here and stole what we needed. If you don't think they're likely to be reasonable, you m ght
consi der | eaving."

"This here's our home, Ceneral," another voice called. "You sayin' we have t' |eave?"

"Maybe you won't, if the cluckers are feeling generous,"” he said. "OF course, there's another

alternative you could think about."

"What's that?" Hi ggins wanted to know.

"You can pack up everything you can carry and cone with us," Jaime told them "I'm/eading ny
people... away fromhere. To a safe place where the damed cl ackers won't ever kill us or carve us
up or enslave us ever again."

"And where the hell would that be?" Higgins demanded. "The damed nachi nes' ve taken over th' whole
dammed pl anetl”

"Tell me," Jaime said, ignoring the question. "This is a fair-sized towm. You wouldn't happen to
have a Tolun trade factor here, would you?"

There was a |l ong and unconfortable silence fromthe crowd.

"The Tolun were responsible for transporting food grown here to the canp," Jaime continued. "I

know. W saw them | need to talk with one."

There was anot her pause of unconfortable silence, and then the gull-w ng door of one of the ground
cars nearby cracked open and raised. Atall, lanky figure stooped beneath the door, stepped out,
then rose to its full height, a slender figure in strangely patterned robes of eye-clashing
crinmson, pink, and greenish bl ue.

"Here," the figure said with a voice |ike broken glass rattling in a can. "Trade Factor
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Sshej evaal gh, am 1. To discuss things with me, you w sh?"

"Yes, Trade Factor,
much wi sht"

Jainme replied, and his grin broadened. "To discuss things with you I very

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Rel uctantly, but at his direct orders, | have left ny Commander in the town of Fort Greeley. There
is a very real danger of 1"!"! machines counterattacking after the destruction of their nobile
factory here. The Eneny was al nost certainly able to uplink a status report during the 5.482
seconds of conbat and by now will be planning a counterstroke. | can nost effectively prevent an
attack against the town by leaving the area as swiftly as possible. General G aham has pl aced
Sergeant Kyle in command. Before we left, she delivered a stinging threat to the town: W wll
return, and when we do, if the general has been harned in any way, we will reduce Fort Geeley to
a | ake of nolten stone and rubble.

I doubt that General Graham would follow through with such an order. | believe, however, that
Sergeant Kyle would. | suspect that she has a growing affection for ny Commander, which woul d nmake
her nost disagreeable if anything unfortunate happened to him | sincerely hope the townspeople
agree to continue cooperating with us.

For their sake.
WlliamH Keith, Jr.

"Jai negraham you are," the tall figure said in its glass-rattling voice. They were inside the
Tolun factors office, a snmall building overl ooki ng Dawes Square in the middle of town. "Then, to
di scuss busi ness, you w sh?"

That's right," Jainme told the alien. "I've heard you people will transport anything, anywhere..
for the right price."

Two enormous gold eyes with jet-black, hourglass pupils blinked once, then tw ce again. The Tol un
rem nded Jaine, in a distant and sonewhat warty-skinned way, of hol ographs he'd seen of an extinct
Terran anphi bian called a toad. Sshejevaal gh had the same rounded snout, the same bul gi ng eyes

ri sing above the sane flat-skulled, gold-brown head. No toad had ever sported those withing
sensory tendrils sprouting fromthe side of the head, |ike gol den, angl ewor m si deburns, though,
and when he opened his nouth, die factor displayed a nost untoadlike triple array of slicing teeth
and stranger, |ess conprehensible inner nmouth parts.

He—at | east Jainme assuned that it was a he, though he knew very little about Tol un bi ol ogy—ore an
ornately patterned robe or cloak, a jarring mx of reds, pinks, and aqua colors that, no doubt,
was pleasing to Tolun visual senses but for humans was downri ght painful. The hah" dozen oddly
shaped brooches or pins on the upper part of the robe, Jaine knew, were various conmunications,
recordi ng, and sensory devices, |inked together by a sophisticated conputer network worn on the
body beneath the outer garnents. The factor's office, with wall hangings and curtains in other

nm nd-j ol ti ng conbi nati ons of inprobable colors and harsh designs, was cluttered with other

i mpl enents of advanced technol ogy. He recogni zed a SWFT interstellar communi cati ons systen sone
of the other devices he could only guess at. A plain, canvas-w apped

229 bundle that he and Alita had off-1oaded from Hector before the Bol o had departed lay on a
transl ucent table near the door, out of place in this alien decor of color and pattern

The Tolun, he knew, prized technology. They traded in it, used it as a land of currency. They
particularly sought artifacts incorporating alien technology, which m ght suggest new approaches
to old problens.

"For the right price," the tall being said, repeating Jaine's |ast words in hal f-gargled
rattlings. "What is it you wi sh?"

"Transport,"” Jaine replied. "I need to | ease space on sone of your ships."
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"And this is for... ?"

"People," Jainme replied. "Humans." He hesitated. "About twelve hundred of them Possibly as nany
as two thousand."

The possibility of hiring the Tolun to carry escaped humans off of C oud had been di scussed plenty
of times by the Escape Committee, t>ack in the canp, but no one had ever been willing to guess how
the aliens would react to the request. The first settlers on O oud had encountered Tol un nerchants
within a few years of the colonizer fleet's arrival. In the two centuries since, they'd been
peaceful , if opportunistic, good neighbors, though somewhat renote. Their actual |evel of
technol ogy was believed to be well above human norns, though they incorporated such an eclectic

bl end of alien sciences and technical systens that it was hard to tell anything about themfor
sure.

What was known was that the Tolun seened to get along well with everybody and continued to

mai ntain their nercantile enpire in this region of space despite the arrival of the 1.1.1. Wth
human space travel decisively ended by the invasion, the Tolun were the only real chance the
refugees had for |eaving d oud.

For a long count of perhaps twenty seconds, the being gave no response... none, at any rate, that
Jainme could read. Alien enotions were always difficult to decipher; those tw tching yell ow brown
tendrils could be speaking volunes, but only to another Tol un

"Three octinmal seven two tines eight to the third," the creature said at last, translating the
nunber into the base eight math favored by the Tolun. "Wat you are asking, do you know?"

"I know you have the ships," Jaine told him

"Ssahvtdl Ships, yes, we have. For so many, two, perhaps three of our transports Ssul aad-cl ass
shoul d suffice. But a major undertaking this is. And angry the !'.!"! would be...."

"Just what is your relationship with the..." He stopped. He'd been about to say "Masters," but he
woul d never use that termagain. Instead, he clicked and clucked the approximtion of their true
name. "Wth the I"!. 17?"

"Such information a price carries.”

"Dam it, all | want to know is whether you belong to them The way we used to! We can't very well
do business with you if you are !.!.! slaves!"”

"Slaves, we are not." It was hard to tell, but Jaine thought he detected a bristling in the Tolun
factor. "No threat to the !.!1.! are we, and useful as well. Many things with themwe trade."

Just as Dieter had said. That |eft unanswered the question of why the !.!.! had decided to so

conpletely obliterate human civilization on Coud when they were obviously able to coexist in
harnony with other species, and it gave the lie to the theory that the machines sinply hated al
organic life.

Was the Tolun being truthful? Jainme had no way of reading that alien face and deci ded he woul d
sinmply have to trust him

"There's sonet hing nore,
actual ly."

Jai ne added. "One other passenger. A... a rather |arge machi ne,

"A machine? O thel"!0!?"

"No. One of ours.”

"How | arge it is?"

"Thirty-two thousand tons, or so."

For the first tine, the Tolun appeared to react. The hourglass pupils in its golden eyes expanded
suddenly, turning the eyes dark. "That... very massive is."
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"Can you do it?"
"Do it we can. But... for the right price, we cany."
"How nuch?"

"On where to go you wish, this depends. And nore. Little that we desire have you." The Tol un
factor blinked, then noved his hands sharply in an unintelligibly alien gesture. "A cup unfill ed,
a deal unclosed, this conversation nust be...."

"Wait!"

The Tol un paused, eyes unwaveringly on Jaine, his hand frozen in mdstretch. Jainme noticed with a
detached portion of his mind that it possessed two fingers and two thunbs, each with a suckerlike

tip.

For answer, Jainme wal ked over to the bundle he and Alita had brought here fromHector. A few sharp
tugs on the canvas, and the object within | ay exposed, a dart shape of ebony black ceranics and
inlaid netals, curved and flattened in odd geonetries. The object was a little |l ess than a neter

I ong and massed perhaps ten kil ograns. A chunk had been burned off of one bul ging side, exposing
glittering conplexities of gold and silver within.

"How about cl acker technol ogy?"
The Tolun drew cl oser. One hand hovered above the damaged section

Jai me covered the \0\"\ device, one of the flyers downed that norning in the battle with the !.!1.!
nmobil e factory. "We could get you |lots. The wreckage of their machines. Floaters. Wal kers. Wat
could the Tolun learn if they had a chance to study even one disabled floater, hmP"

The Tol un | eaned back, and the four-digited hand vani shed again inside the eye-jarring robes. "A
floater, have you? Now?"

Jai ne shrugged, then renenbered that the gesture was probably neaningless to the Tolun. "W can
get them W' ve destroyed a nunber of them already. | doubt that you could | earn nuch fromthe
wr eckage at this point, though

"I imagine you' ve never had the opportunity to examine a dead !.!.!," he went on. "And you know
how efficient they are about comng into a battlefield and cleaning up the bits and pieces |eft
behind." It was true. The !.!.!, above all else, were naster scavengers. The Tol un woul d
find.nothing if they scoured the battlefield after the humans noved out. Wth their love of alien
technol ogi es, they couldn't help but be fascinated by the array of !'!.! nmachines, especially the

ones exhibiting null-gravity capabilities.

"Il floaters," the Tolun rasped. "And... better still, would one of their high-ranked directors
be. "

"A director?”

"What they call them or you, we do not know. But that the !.!.! |eaders possess nultiple brains,

you aware are?"

"We'd specul ated about that," Jainme replied. In fact, so little was known about the !°3°

hi erarchy, or about their social structures or—for lack of a better word, their "biol ogy"—that
everyt hing about themwas still guesswork and specul ation. "W knew that the | arger units appear
to be intelligently controlled, while the smaller ones are nore |ike robots. Very stupid robots,
sonetines. "

"Exactly. Those directors with four or five separate brains linked in series, the qualities we
nornal |y

233 associate with thinking, feeling creatures, with biol ogies, possess. Plan, they do. Feel
Thi nk. "
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Jai me suppressed a stir of excitenent. The Tol un never gave anything away. This one, however, had
assuned the human refugees had nore infornmation than they in fact possessed. Wth care, he mi ght
|l earn a great deal fromthis interview

"So you want one of their directors?" he asked. "As what? A hostage?"
"For information, this we want. For |earning. How

-bi ol ogi cal systems with the nachine they neld, this we would learn."
"Does it have to be alive?"

"Desirable, that would be. But not necessary. A!.!.! director, lifeless rendered, but not to
smal |, charred fragments reduced, this sufficient would be."

Jainme frowned as he sorted through the alien syntax. The Tolun was, in effect, asking for the body
of al!.!.! senior officer. It was just a little too close to the notion of handing over a POWfor
di ssection for his tastes.

Still, Jainme had trouble thinking of the I.!°! as people.

'-And if they managed to capture a clacker officer after it had been knocked out or killed or
what ever the appropriate termwas, what did it matter what the

-Tolun did with the body, or its brain? ' "A clacker leader... like the one | presune was
managi ng that nobile factory we slagged this norning?”

"Adequat e, that would be."

"I don't know if we can promise you that," Jaime replied slowy. "It depends on a | ot of things..

Aincl udi ng whet her or not we even encounter anot her

*eone, and on whether we could disable it without flowing it into fragments. But we'll try. As for
floaters,

|1 think we can prom se you as nmany of those as you'd
f£care to inspect."

"This, reasonable is. The floaters an inpressive and highly conpact antigravity field coi

possess. Miuch fromthese we can learn. But a director..." He stopped, his flat head cocking to one
side. "For the floaters, your people passage receive. For a director, transport your giant machine
we will."

"Negative," Jaine replied. "The machine is going with us, no matter what."

"Wth nmy peers on this consult | nust

"Go ahead and consult. | can pronise you speci mens of every type of clacker machine we run into,
up to that nonster we faced this norning. If possible, we'll include a director in the mx, but
I"mnot going to promse that. | can pronise you exanples of their biomechanical interfaces,
however." That shoul d be easy enough. They'd already picked up and buried a disturbing nunber of
I.1°l devices sprouting human hands or eyeballs, kept alive by vials of unidentified chenicals and
directly wired into small, crystalline devices that were probably !.!.! conputer circuits.

"You should be able to learn quite a lot fromthat, even if we don't bag a director for you."
"Agree, | do. Quite reasonable, your suggestion is.”

Jaime could tell the factor was eager. The Tolun nust have been al nost desperately eager to
acquire sone solid insight into clacker biotechnology. "In exchange, you'll provide us wth
passage of f-world for our people, and for the thirty-two-thousand-ton machine | nentioned?"
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"This machine... the one behind you in the street earlier, this is?"

"A Mark XXXI'I'l Bolo," Jainme said, nodding. "So big, it is." The slender being trenbled, a shiver,
per haps, of uncertainty. "So dangerous...."

"You' Il have nothing to fear fromit," Jainme said. "At least... as long as you deal squarely with
us." It wouldn't hurt, he thought, to add just a hint of threat to the discussion.

"If by 'deal squarely' honest dealing and adherence to contract, you mean, threats you do not
need,” the Tolun said. "Were... on our ships would you travel ?"

Jai me hesitated before replying. "lI'd really rather not go into our plans too deeply, just yet.
Not until we have a solid agreenent." The Tolun were well-known for their loyalty to a business
contract, but Jaine didn't want to risk the chance that this one nmight sell the humans' plans to
t he eneny.

Not that his plans were that well worked out, as yet. There were several worlds within a few
hundred |ight years where a new human col ony m ght be begun; with luck, such a colony m ght escape
the notice of the I.!1. I, at least for a tine.

Their best hope, though, had been suggested by Tamas Reuter, the astrononer in the tight-knit
little escape conmittee, back in Canp 84. Fifteen hundred |ight years fromCoud |ay the nearest
worl ds of the Grakaan of Dargurauth. Very little was known about them save that they possessed a
powerful, star-faring mlitary, and that they jeal ously guarded the colonies of their far-flung
enpire. If they could be contacted, the refugees mght find a haven there... and powerful allies.

"Meet with you, our people nust," the factor said after a long nonent..That you in fact can
deliver what you prom se, we nust know. "

"That's fair."
"A neetingplace in mnd you have? Were others of nmy house m ght you join?"

He thought for a nonent. "Do you know where the mlitary base at Chryse is? Wiere the base used to
be, rather?"

"l know. "

"I'n five local days, at suns-set, send your factor to Chryse. There's a hill north of the base,
with some ruins onit."

"The place | know. "
"I'"I'l have soneone there. W can talk then."

"Acceptable to us, this will be. Five days, at first-sun set, we neet." Those |arge, golden eyes
strayed again to the !'°I°!l flyer on the table between them "Mbst interesting, this is."

Til give it to you," Jainme said. It was a ganble, but he needed to ingratiate hinself with these
peopl e. And, perhaps, the gesture would buy himsonme respect. "I'lIl give it to you as a token of
what we can provide... and in exchange for sone infornmation."

"The information is?"
"Frequenci es and conmuni cations protocol for SWFT access to the G akaan."

The Tolun's pupils expanded again, turning the eyes black. "Ssso? Powerful friends, you have.
This... arranged, it can be."

"Cood. 1'd like the information now, if possible.”

The Tolun left the roomfor a few nonents. Wien he returned, he handed Jaine a data crystal. "The
i nfornmati on you seek, on this crystal is."
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"Excellent." He gestured at the dead !.!.! machine. "Enjoy your prize. I'll see about arranging
for the rest of your paynent."

Qutside, on the streets of Fort Geeley once nore, Jaine expelled a |long, pent-up whistle of air.
H ggi ns and a nunber of other townspeople watched himwarily fromthe square but did nothing;
Hect or woul d be back within the hour, and they knew better than to start sonmething with himnow

That's one step closer, he thought, to finding a way off this rock

There was still a hell of a long way to go, however, before they could say they were finally in
the clear.

DAV revi ewed again the | ast seconds of the battle between JEG51 and the Bol o, upl oaded onto the

"1 Primary Web. The hunman conbat nachine's firepowerwas devastating; the !°!°l nobile factory
had survived as long as it had only because the Bolo's first shots had been absorbed and
di ssipated slightly by the water as an expl oding wall of steam

Clearly, the only way to defeat the Bolo would be to bring even greater firepower to bear against
it. Hurling nmeteoric chunks at it enployed the greatest firepower in ternms of raw negatonnage, but
that approach had weaknesses. The ships that delivered themwere vulnerable... and so were the
projectiles thenselves in the I ong seconds of their fall toward their target.

More efficient, he thought, would be ground battlers, though he estimated that ten to twelve would
be necessary to neutralize the Bolo. And... two or, no, better yet, three nobile planetary

basti ons. Those nobile fortresses were sl ow-eonsiderably slower than the Bolo, in fact—but they
coul d take advantage of the planet's horizon for cover, and work their way in close enough that
there would be no tine delay between the | oosing of their salvos and target inpact.

In DAV's mind, a 3-Drelief graphic of the planet rotated beneath his gaze. So far, die Bolo had
been working its way north from Canp 84, evidently seeking to penetrate the nountains north of the
Chryse Peninsula and breaking out into the plains and woodl ands beyond. ldeally, the bastions
shoul d be placed to trap the huge nmachi ne on the peninsula, where they would force it to fight to
the death, to its death.

Maki ng his decision, he opened a comunications channel to the Ninth Awareness. Hi s plan,
requiring as it did so nmuch in the way of !.!.! military assets, would need approval at the very
hi ghest | evel

"Are you sure this is what you want?" Jaine asked. "It's not going to be the sanme aboard Hector
wi t hout you."

Shari Barstowe sniled—the first such snmile he'd seen fromher in as |long as he could renenber.

"Thanks, General," she said, "But you know as well as | do I'mnot doing a thing in there that you
two couldn't do without ne. |I don't think Hector even needs you two any nore, and he sure doesn't
need ne.

Jainme and Alita were standing in the shade of a nmakeshift tent, one of hundreds of simlar
tenporary structures erected anong the trees and underbrush of the Brenner Forest, nearly ninety
kil ometers northeast of Celeste. Hector was gone for the nonent, off on a scouting run toward
Canbera Pass, |eaving themhere so that Jaine could catch up on the current |ogistical needs of
the March. Wal Erescott and Shari had joined themin his headquarters tent a few nonments before,
and Shari had asked if she could | eave the Bol o Operations Team as they'd begun calling

thensel ves, to join the others.

Jainme took a nonent to study Shari. She'd changed a lot since the last time he'd seen her, severa
hours earlier. She was wearing military-issue fatigues, drawn fromthe stores the day before at
Fort Greeley. A wi sp of blond hair had escaped her helnmet, just beneath the cold, crystalline
glitter of the red !.!.! eye she'd wired above her visor. Her face was snmudged w th conbat

bl acki ng, and she carried a Mark XL power carbine slung muzzl e-down over her shoul der

She | ooked very little like a psychotronicist now.
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"It just seenms a waste,
t he Brotherhood."

Jainme said, "turning your talents as a psychotronics expert |oose with

"You woul dn't happen to be inplying," Wl said
BOLD RI SI NG
239 slowy, "that we're a bunch of |ow browed, thickheaded grunts, would you?"

Jai me | aughed. "Far fromit! | amafraid you'll have to rename your group the Brother-and-
si st erhood, though."

"There are already one hundred five wonen in the Brotherhood," Shari said quietly, "with two
hundred thirty-seven nen. This isn't about sex. W're fighting for our freedom too."

"Didn't say it was," Jainme replied. The idea was still a little strange, though. Wnen had not
served in Cloud's mlitary until after the Qutreach War, sone forty local years ago, and then only
in a nonconbat status, |ike Sergeant Kyle. But he knew that wonmen had often served in conbat units

t hroughout old Earth's history, that they'd been in front-line units during the Ml conian Wars,
whi ch had been ragi ng twocenturies ago when contact with Earth had been lost. Wnen could fire a
pul se rifle or power gun as well and as accurately as any man.

And they could die just as bravely, fighting for what they believed.

"Of course you can go
you. "

Jai me continued. He glanced at Wal. "As |long as the Brotherhood 11 have

"She cane to see me last time Hector joined up with us,"” Wal said. "Asked to qualify with a rifle,
so | gave her th' chance. She scored an eighty-five. Dammed good shootin', if y'ask me. Top five
percent of all ny people, in fact."

"As long as | have dibs on her if we devel op nental problenms with Hector, it's okay with nme." He
| ookexl at Shari. "As long as it's what you want."

"To tell you the truth, General," she said, "if | have to spend one nore hour in that gray-painted
cave inside Hector's Battle Center, doing nothing but stare at readouts and think about how Jeff
died in there, I'"'mgoing to go stark, raving skiz.. She reached behind her shoul der and sl apped
the plastic stock of her carbine. 'This way, | can feel like I'mreally delivering some payback to
the bastards, y'know?"

"Yeah. | think I do." He nodded. "Ckay. Stay in touch, though. And... take care of yourself,
okay?"

She straightened into an approxi mati on of attenti on—obviously, she was still new to this—and
rendered a fairly accurate salute. "Yes, sir/"

G avely, Jaine returned the salute. After she'd turned and left the tent, he raised an eyebrow at
wal. "You'll take care of her, Col onel?"

"As well as I'Il take care of nmy three hundred forty-two other |ads, General You know that."
"Yes, | do."

"She'll do okay," Alita told himafter Wal had left the tent. "She's a big girl."

"I just don't want her |eaping into anything without thinking,"' he said. "Just because... of what
happened. "
"Shari's too sharp to do that, Jaine." She sighed. "I've been wishing | could do the sane thing,

t' tell you the truth.”
"You want to join the Brotherhood? O just get out of the Battle Center?"

She chuckled. "Bit of both, | guess. It's not |ike Hector has nmuch for us to do."
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He nodded. For the past several days, the three of them had shared watches in the Battle Center
one taking the consol e command seat, while one of themslept in the watch room and the other stood
by, strapped into one of the junpseats. \Wen conbat did happen, as it had tw ce now since the
battle at Fort Geeley, all three of themcrowded in together inside the circle of the viewscreen
but there was never nmuch to be said or done, save watch the Bolo defeat the I"!.! nmachines swiftly
and efficiently, and within the span of a very few seconds.

Shari was right. Hector could wage this canpaign
241 quite handily wi thout any human i nput what soever.

Still, he thought it was inportant that some human presence renain aboard. There was a deep-seated
and quite understandabl e resentnent against all intelligent machines within the human comrunity on
Cl oud, nost especially anbng the participants in the March. Having one of their own, a hunan,
riding herd on the Bolo at all times was the only way to keep the March from fragnmenting into a
hundred separate, possibly warring bands of marauders and starving refugees.

Thanks to Hector—and the fact that the people trusted Jaine, at least, even if they didn't
unreservedly trust the Bol o—t+he March had been swelling during the past few hours. Over five
hundred people from Fort G eeley had joined them including Constable Hi ggins, and others had
begun arriving fromother comunities, many with nothing but the clothing they wore. To no one's
particul ar surprise, Dieter Hollinswrth had been el ected "governor," which made official the
position he'd been holding as the March's civilian | eader

"I'f you want to go, Alita," Jaime said, "you can. | have to stay, so that the people know Hector
is, well, that he's under human control. But if you really want to—

"Thanks, Ceneral." She smled. "Thanks a lot But | think I've found my place here. I'ma Bolo crew
chief, right? Best one on Coud! | may not have a mai ntenance bay or tools or spare parts or heavy

lifter cranes or anything else | would need if Hector even hiccuped, but |I know this is where
bel ong. "

Jaime felt an unexpected surge of relief. "Thanks, AHta. | appreciate it."

"Hey, | know a soft billet when | see one." She | aughed. "And getting to share close quarters with
the best-looking general on the planet? |I'd be crazy to | eave!"

WttiamH Keith, Jr.

"I'"'mglad you feel that way. Just renenber, Hector is the prinme target on the planet right now
Riding in himis not exactly an assignnent promising long life and security."

"Maybe not, but it sure as hell will be interesting!"

CHAPTER

In the past 45.31 standard hours, | have engaged /././ forces eight times. So far, att Eneny units
encount ered have been snall forces easily net and elimnated. However, | have the feeling that |
am not sensing the conpl ete i nage—what mnmy human conpani ons mght call "seeing the big picture "

The units elimnated so far have been scouts and reconnai ssance probes with little real firepower
I wonder ift possibly, much Iarger Eneny forces currently beyond sensor range are attenpting to
herd ne in a direction of their choosing or, conversely, to draw ny attention in one direction
while they prepare a killing strike fromanother. Either is a possibility, and I mnust be prepared
to deal with both eventualities.

For the past three days, ny Conmmander has ordered ne to keep well clear of the March | at first
was concerned that this would limt ny ability to protect it, but it seens obvious now that the
|.10! are interested nore in nmy nmovenments than in those of the refugees.

I have in nmy nenory the image of a piece of artwork, a drawing in pen and ink which al nost
certainly dates to the prespaceflight era on Earth | have many such on file, of course, a
representative cross-section of human visual art from many cultures and spanni ng many centuries.
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This one is unique, however, because it seens to reflect the particular point of view of a
soldier, an enlisted man serving in a pre-atom c conbat zone. | have no doubt but that the artist
was, hinself, a soldier.

In the picture which, | believe, was known as a cartoon, two soldiers are digging a conbat
position with pick and shovel, what was then known as a "foxhole." Behind themis a tank—a
primtive, nonintelligent arnored fighting vehicle which could, in fact, be considered to be a
distant and primtive predecessor of the Bolo. As they work, one soldier is staring at the tank
with what might be longing. The other, already chest-deep in the hole, is saying, sonething |ike,
"I'"'d rather dig. A noving foxhole attracts the eye."

I had never entirely understood that cartoon until now General G aham of course, is aware that
anu

e« attack agai nst ne—especially one as violent as an all-out assault by I.!.! forces is likely to
be—woul d ~ki U or injure hundreds of the humans now nmaki ng their way through the Canmbera Pass on
f oot .

We can protect them by drawi ng Eneny attention to ourselves. Wiile this is an adm rable strategy—
and Ceneral Grahamis executing it with efficiency and precision—+ cannot hel p but wonder how he
plans to rejoin the refugee body w thout inviting attack

In the meantime, we nave returned to the site of what once was the |largest CDF military base on
Cloud, at Chryse, some eighty kilometers east of Cel este.

My Commander has an appoi ntment to keep here.

Static hissed and sparked across the display screen, and Jaine |ooked up, irritated. "Damm it,
Moxl ey! I"'mlosing it!"

A technician sitting at a table across the roomin

245 front of an inprobable stack of nmetal cabinets, boxes, and an incredible tangle of snaking
bl ack cabl es nade an adjustnent. Alita, standing next to him pointed out a | oose connection

"Try it now, sir!" she called

Agai n, he tapped out a combination of letters and nunbers on the keypad hardwired into the array
of conputers in front of him Despite the fact that Hector was feeding themw th power for this
transm ssion, the lights in the dimlit and dusty roomflickered and nearly went out. Static

hi ssed, then snmeared into a cloud of dancing pixels.

He t hought he could just nake out sonething on the screen, now

Once, a year ago, this had been CICC, the Chryse Interstellar Comunications Center, one of the
few SWFT facilities on Coud. Interstellar comunications had fallen out of favor some centuries
ago, when contact had been lost with Earth and it seemed that there was no one else out there to
talk to. CICC had been refurbi shed and remanned when Enpyrion began her controversial mssion. And
it was here that conmunications technicians had desperately tried to nmake contact with the unknown
i nvaders who' d dropped out of Coud s sky close behind die inconing salvo of planetoids.

Located inside a bunker deep beneath the surface of a high, rocky hill north of the base proper
Cl CC had been wrecked by the inpact of the asteroid that had flattened the rest of the base, but
not obliterated.

After Fort Geeley, Jaine had dispatched a Brotherhood
.team here in one of the town's hovertrucks to see if rtfae SWFT gear was sal vageabl e.

Their report was that it mght be... assumng >ugh spares could be found to cobble together a
j Ndozen jury-rigged circuits and crossfeeds, and assuni ng enough power could be found, and
assum ng. .

Well, the list of assunptions had been a long one, but it |looked |ike they m ght be able to nake
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it. Lieutenant Moxley, who'd been an expert in interstellar conmmunications systens before The
Killing, assisted by eight commtechs pulled fromthe March and by Ahta, had been working for the
past ten hours to get the system operational once nore.

"More power," Moxley called. "General, we're not going to be able to transmit the carrier wthout
nmore power in the feed!"

He touched the thread m ke by his lips. "Hector? W need nore power."

"Affirmative, ny Commander. | rnust rem nd you, however, that this will reduce the range of ny
security scans." "Do it. If we're going to nmake this work, we need nore juice!"

"I ncreasi ng power flow ten percent."
And then he had an i nage.

It was not very clear; in fact, for a tine Jainme could scarcely tell what he was | ooking at. Then
the signal cleared, pixels coalescing, and Jaine stared into the face of a G akaan

The nmessage he was view ng, of course, was not nmeant for him Using the alien computer and
comuni cations protocols sold to them by the Tolun, Mxley had tapped into a SWFT transm ssion
originating somewhere in Gakaan space

The face on the screen was scarcely recogni zable as a face, all bunps and angles and ridges, with
pal ps and feeding tendrils surrounding an insect's nouth below, and a single, bright blue and
pupi | | ess eye inbedded in black arnor above. There was no sound; the nouth parts worked
frantically, as though the creature were speaking... though it could as easily have been chew ng
its dinner. "Not sure, Ceneral," Mxley called fromthe other

247 side of the room He was studying the same image on a small nonitor propped up on his work

table. "I think it mght be something like a Grak news broadcast. Don't know how | ong we'll have
it, though. You'll have to work fast!"
"For all we know," Jaine replied, "it's transmtting wishes for a happy birthday to its nother."

"l didn't know Graks had nothers," Alita observed.

Jai ne was al ready keying in the sequence that would | oad the nessage they'd already prepared into
the SWFT conputer. A final stroke on the enter key, and the roonis lights dimed again as rel ays
cl osed, and a tachyonic pul se surged fromthe jury-rigged antenna on the hilltop high above them
Usi ng the weak signal from Grakaan space as a guide, the nmessage from C oud ought to attract

G akaan attention.

What they woul d choose to do about it, of course, was as yet unknown.

"Well, that's that," Jainme said. "Leave the gear on automatic. |Is that relay hooked up?"
"Yes, sir," Mxley replied. "If the Graks answer on the same frequency, it'll be picked up here
and relayed to Hector, as long as he's still in range.”

Jai me plucked the data crystal fromits receiver, tossed it once, glittering, then caught it and
dropped it in his tunic pocket. The Tolun had cone through this nmuch, at any rate. If the G akaan

wanted no part of the human refugees and their problens, well, there were still other

al ternatives—aost of theminvolving finding a small, out-of-the-way, and uni nhabited world
sonewhere as far from!.!"! activities as possible. But it would be a lot better if they could
find a large and powerful civilization, one with plenty of nmilitary resources, |ike the G aks.

Wth their help, the refugees could concentrate on rebuilding their conmunity, w thout having to
worry about the !.!.! conming after them

"Let's go upstairs and see if the Toluns are here, yet," he said.

The elevators inside the SWFT facility weren't working, so it was a long clinmb up a spiraling set
of energency steps. They energed on the hilltop beneath the inprobable tangle of cobbl ed-together
spare parts which Mxley and his commtech crew had used to jury rig the SWFT antenna. It was
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getting close to suns-set, with both of Coud s suns nearing the horizon,.with every rock and

el evation casting |ong, tw nned shadows across the ground. Above him the transni ssion dish was
poi nted at the sky hal fway between zenith and the western horizon; die Gaks would have to reply
within three hours or so, or the source of the reply would be | ost below the horizon. SWFT
transm ssions were instantaneous; the politics that governed decisions nmade by intelligent beings,
however, were rarely that quick

He' d hoped to get back here and make contact with the Graks earlier, to give themnore tinme in
which to answer, but it had taken |onger than anticipated to repair the SWFT comuni cations gear
Fortunately, there'd been plenty of weckage and spare parts |ying about for the conmm boys to work
with.

And that sinple fact raised again a question that had been gnawi ng at Jainme for nonths now.

Jaine found a handy rock, a stone fromthe tunbl edown ruins on the hilltop at his back, and | ooked
down at what once had been the Chryse Mlitary Base. The !.!"! neteor, when it struck, had | anded
several kiloneters to the south, leaving a hundred-neter crater and turning the base in a
flattened, shredded ruin. Buildings had been bl own down, vehicles picked up and flung for

kil ometers, towers crunpled, and die weckage that was | eft scorched by the hurricane firestorm
In all that weckage, Hector rose like a black, broad, flat-topped mountain at the bottom of the
hill,

BOLD RI SI NG

249 a dozen hovertrucks and light transports huddled in his shadow. A detachnent of Brotherhood
troops had cone along this norning, to provide security and extra hel pi ng hands, as necessary.
That hel p had been invaluable. Wth slabs of arnor uncovered in the ruins, they'd sealed the
gaping wound in the Bolo s right side, using jury-rigged bl ocks and tackle to position the

pl ating, while Hector's onboard servos conpl eted the wel ds.

"I have a target," Hector said, speaking in the small receiver clipped to Jaine's ear. "Bearing
one-zero-seven, range three-five kiloneters, speed two-zero-three kps. | believe it is the Tolun
General . "

"Good. Anything el se out there?"

"1 have passive tracks on several l|large objects in space, alnost certainly !0!°! vessels, but none
presents an inmmedi ate threat, and none is using active sensors. The ruins here effectively nmask ny
presence. "

"Keep an eye on them Hector."
"Affirmative."

Ten m nutes before the Tolun arrived. Jainme closed his eyes, and in his mnd he was back in the
pit on the shattered harbor's edge of Cel este, naked, nud-covered, searching on hands and knees
with a thousand other slaves for bits and pi eces of technol ogical debris—bits of wire, chunks of
glass and ceramic, the litter and refuse of a post-Armageddon civilization. Wy? By whatever gods
there m ght be in a bleak and uncaring universe, why... ?

Why organi ze human captives for such | abor-intensive work as picking centineter-1engths of copper
wiring and | ost porcelain figurines out of the nud, when here at Chryse there was a debris field
covering a thousand hectares, the junble of weckage sinply lying in the open, free for the

t aki ng?

He'd worried about that question during his nonths as a (.!.! slave, but sonehow the enornity of
the thing hadn't come home to himuntil now The answer to the nystery was damed inportant, of
that much he was certain. The clackers were highly intelligent—at |east what the Tolun had call ed
their directors were, at any rate—and what appeared to be irrational behavior on their part had to
have a reason.

Had the human captives been put through hell sinply to torture them to break them down and strip
them of their humanity? That hardly seened |likely, under the circunstances. It woul d have been
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sinplicity itself to gather theminto a canp and drop an asteroid on it, or nuke it, or sinply
move in with el ectron beanms and flaners. Wiy the el aborate show of making themwork for their
survival ?

As it had tinme after tine before, the question burned in Jaime s mind. WAs there a weakness there,
sonething to be exploited, in what appeared to be clacker irrationality?

Were the I'.1.! so alien that there was no chance of understanding their nmotives? O was he facing
sinmply the overwhel mi ngly human need to find sonme reason for so much pain and suffering?

"The Tolun are in sight," Hector announced.

Jai ne | ooked toward the east. A plume of dust, golden in the evening light, was just visible on
the plain below, noving swiftly toward Chryse. Behind him the first sun was just touching the
nmount ai nous western horizon. The Tolun, it seened, were punctual, if nothing else.

"Ceneral ?" a fam liar voice crackled in his ear. "This is Wal. You want us t' send 'emup there?"

"I''ll come down," Jaine replied, rising and brushing off his trousers. He wanted to have Hector
cl ose by during these negotiations. If he'd been reading the factors alien expressions close to
right back in Fort Geeley, the Tolun were awed by the huge conbat machine, and that could
translate into an advant age.

Besi des, the paynent they'd collected so far was in the hovertrucks at the bottomof the hill.

By the time Jaine had nade his way down the southern face of the hill, the Tolun contra-grav
vehi cl e had reached the snmall human encanpnent beneath the | oom of Hector's left-front tracks. In
a last flurry of grav-'field-blasted dust, the snmall, electric-pink and green flyer canme to rest
on tripod | anding gear. The side dilated open, and three of the tall, brightly robed aliens

st epped out.

He was aware of how quiet it was in the human canp. They're all watching, he thought, to see how
this turns out.

"Trade Factor Sshejevaal gh," Jaine said, with nore confidence in the tongue-tw sting nane with its
final gargled consonant than he really felt. "It's good to see you again!"

Using the nane was a ganble. He'd recorded it in Fort Geeley, then practiced it until he thought
he had it right. The tricky part was that he couldn't tell if any of the three beings in front of
hi m was Sshej evaal gh. He didn't know the Tolun well enough yet to be able to pick out differences
among them |f he'd guessed wong, he could be delivering an insult... but the Tolun factor at
Fort Geeley had indicated that he, personally, would see Jai ne again.

"Thank you, we do," the Tolun on the left said. He wore a different robe this time, one with
relatively subdued tones of contrasting verm lion and greeni sh-yellow "These ny associates are.
Sshej at veeh and Sshej' ghaavit, senior factors are.”

Jainme wasn't about to try pronouncing those nanes wi thout sone practice first. "Delighted to neet
you both." Bowi ng slightly, he gestured toward a canvas tarp stretched out across four poles as a
makeshi ft tent. Two Brotherhood sol diers stood guard inside. "If you' d step into ny office, maybe
we can do sone business.”

Their business, it turned out, was a brief and straightforward recapitul ation of the conversation
Jainme has had with Sshejevaal gh five days earlier... with one major difference. They were not
going to agree to transport Hector unless they received a 1"!.! director in exchange.

In fact, with that exception, Jaine had to admt that the deal was a good one. The Tol un agreed to
carry the human refugees to any destination they specified within diree thousand |ight years of
Cloud. In exchange, the humans agreed to provide intact or relatively so sanples of as nmuch !.!.!
technol ogy as was possi ble, including specific sanples of their bionechanical interfaces, their
weapons, their power sources, and their centra-gravity devices. The exact quantity of I.!.! tech
was | eft unstated, but both parties prom sed to abide by what anmobunted to a good-faith cl ause.
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I f the humans could al so provide an intact but disabled !.!.! director, one with at |east four
brai ns, the Tolun would al so transport the Bolo. It was as sinple—and as difficult—as that.

"I still can't pronmise to have an intact director for you," Jaine told them

"This we understand,” the Tolun introduced as Sshej'ghaavit replied. "But transport of so large a
machi ne, difficult and dangerous it is."

Jaine was tenpted to tell themthat it was dangerous not transporting the Bolo, but he held his
tenper. "We now have nearly two thousand people in our group,” he told them "They must take up a
| ot nmore roomthan a Bolo would. Besides, they'll need food, water—.

"That many humans perhaps one hundred eighty to two hundred tons nass," Sshejatveeh replied.
"Food, water, air, life support, and waste recycling nachinery all perhaps as nmuch as anot her
thousand tons will mass, at feast for so brief a voyage as we have here discussed."

Jaine was tenpted to retort that Hector wouldn't be nearly as much trouble as two thousand peopl e,
but decided not to risk antagoni zing them He wasn't unduly worried; even if they couldn't nab a
1.1.1 leader, there was another possibility for getting passage for Hector. He was going to have
to play this one out carefully, though

"An initial paynent you have?" Sshejatveeh asked. "A denpnstration that what you have agreed to
deliver, possible is?"

"OfF course. Right over here."

Two folding tables had been set up beneath the tent, covered by sheets of canvas. Jaine pulled one
of the sheets clear, revealing a pile of intact bits of machinery, wiring and circuitry, and
parts. The Brotherhood had been busy in the wake of several of Hector's firefights lately,
scouring the battlefields for usable tech. "W have three nore hovertruckl oads of this stuff,6"

Jai me said. "Enough to keep your people happily studying cl acker technol ogy for the next couple of
years, at |least."

Sshej evaal gh reached out a four-digited hand and gently pickeoup an intact floater eye. Hs facia
tendrils quivered with what m ght be excitement... or anticipation. A human eye, dull and dry-
surfaced, stared up at themfromits netal casing. "Bionechanical technology, this is...."

Jai me suppressed an unpleasant twisting in his stomach. "A ot of clacker machi nes get knocked out
by a near-mss,"” he explained. "We think the smaller ones, especially, aren't shiel ded against
EMPs or extrenely powerful magnetic pul ses. The biol ogi cal conponents are dead, of course. W
think the clackers bathe themin various fluids and keep el ectrical current noving through them
to keep themalive, but after the unit is knocked out, the |ife-support equipnment stops and the
tissues die."

WttianH Keith, Jr.

"Understood, this is. The connections and interface to study we want. O the living tissue we no
need have." Good. He still had qual ns about selling used human body parts to these people. It
would be a lot worse if they'd wanted the body parts alive.

"You might like this as well," Jaine said, uncovering the bundle on the second table. Beneath the

tarp was an intact floater, two neters long, a quarter of that thick, a bulky, rounded cigar shape
with knobs and swellings along its length, and a trailing dangle of silver tentacles. Haifa dozen

red, faceted eyes glittered fromthe black shell; it had been all Jaime could do to keep the

Br ot her hood from snatching those for their newest recruits.

"We found this one when the mag pul se froma Hell bore sent a surge through its circuitry,” Jainme
explained. "It ought to be in pretty good shape. Here, look at this."

He picked up a stunstick Iying on the first table. Holding the contacts just above a particul ar
spot on the floater's black netal slide, he pressed the switch. Blue sparks arced and crackl ed,
and the black netal, briefly, rippled Iike water. Deftly, Jaine reached in, grabbed a |l ength of
silvery tentacle, and pulled it out. The liquid netal hardened a few seconds later. "We're stil
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not sure how they pull that trick," he told the Tolun. "W think the electrical charge sonehow
i nduces an allotropic change in the nmetal alloy they use. It's not really a phase change. The
metal doesn't get hot. It just turns liquid for a few seconds, before reverting to a solid. W,
obvi ously, don't have the lab facilities to study it. Maybe you fol ks can work that out for
your sel ves. "

He could see the interest gleanming in their gold and bl ack eyes.

This, nost useful will be," Sshejatveeh said. "Well worth the services we shall provide, this is."
"dad we could be of help. So. When do you want us? And where?"

"How soon at Stardown's spaceport your people gather can?"

Jai me t hought about that. The March was across Canbera Pass now and well into the wooded pl ains
beyond. Two hundred kil oneters nore to the east..

"Ten days. Maybe twel ve."
The Tol un exchanged unreadabl e gl ances. "This... not good is," one said.
"Sooner, can you themthere have?"

"They' || be damed lucky to make twenty kiloneters a day," Jaine said. Foraging for food and ot her
supplies had slowed the colum to a crawl in the early stages of the March. "Could you neet thenf
Land your ships out in the Thallenfeld Plains, or along the Gorse River, maybe?"

"The !'°1°l, the problemis," Sshejevaal gh explained. "Not happy with us, should they |l earn what we
do, they will be. Qur transports, quite large and many of them to the Stardown spaceport these
tinmes come. No suspicion themby the !.!.! accorded is."

"Qur neutrality, inmportant is," Sshejatveeh added. "The nore tine passes, the worse the situation
will be."

Jai ne spread his hands. "My people can't grow wings and fly. That's why we cane to you. |I'Il get
themto Stardown as quickly as | can, but I can't prom se |less than ten days. In the nmeantine..."
He pulled the tarp back over the dead floater

Al'l three Tolun started. "But— Sshejatveeh said.

"You can have everything on that first table," he told them "as your downpaynent. But sone of
this stuff, we're going to hang on to. W'Ill deliver it when our people board your ships. Let's
call it an additional guarantee to help keep this a secret fromour clacker friends."

WU amH Keith., Jr.

The Tol un stepped away and engaged in a hurried debate of hissing Tol unese.
"Acceptable, this is," Sshej'ghaavit said at last. "Hurtful, it is, but acceptable."
"Then we have a deal ?"

Sshej at veeh nodded stiffly—an obvious inmtation of a hunman gesture that held little meaning for
the Tolun. "Wat can be done, done will be. Ten days, then."

Jaine smled. "We'll need that long to round up a four-brained director for you."

As the factors wal ked out, Jaime signaled the Brotherhood guards standing nearby, to have them
carry the table of nmachine parts to the Toluns' vehicle. He was startled when he realized that one
was Shari, alnmost unrecogni zable in uniformand body arnor.

She hesitated. T-you're not going to | eave Hector behind, are you, GCeneral ?"

He grinned, ignoring the mnor breach of mlitary protocol. Soldiers did not question a general's
decision... but Shari had been in the Brotherhood for Iess than a week, and in any case, Jaine had
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never cared rmuch for rigid interpretations of such artificial distinctions as rank

That is a negative,"” he grow ed. "Hector's one of us, and we're not | eaving ant/one behi nd who
wants to cone."

She seened relieved. "That's good... sir.

"Gve 'ema hand with those parts, soldier

Alita joined himin the tent as the guards carried die !.!. f fragnents out to die pink Tolun car
"I't al most sounds too good to be true, Ceneral," she said.

"They're eager to get their hands on that stuff. | get the inpression it's a whole new technol ogy,
a new way of doing things, that they' ve never run into before. | guess the !.!.! are |less than

generous when it cones to sharing their tech, and this is a golden chance for the Tolun."
BOLD RI SI NG

"We're not | eaving Hector here?"

"No. Don't worry. | still have another trick or two in reserve."

One way or another, he thought, grimbehind the smile, Hector was going to be comng with them

CHAPTER SI XTEEN

"We have an answer," Alita told Jaine, two hours after the Tolun factors had |left. "Hector
translated it as it came through."

Jainme felt |ight-headed, alnost dizzy as he held out his hand for the hardcopy printout Alita was
offering him A very great deal was riding on the Gakaan reply to the SWFT nessage they'd
transmtted.

Because of power limtations and the jury-rigged nature of the comunications equi pnent, they'd
transmitted text only, rather than trying either voice or the far nore conpl ex transmn ssion of
voi ce and picture. The reply had cone as text as well.

TO GENERAL GRAHAM OF THE HUMAN FORCES ON CLOUD, GREETI NGS.

YOUR HUMAN PARTY | S WELCOVE AMONG THE WORLDS OF GRAKAAN. THE MACHI NE | NTELLI GENCE HAS BEEN
PRESSI NG US AS WELL, AND | NFORVATI ON YOU MAY HAVE ABOUT HOW BEST TO FI GAT THEM W LL BE MOST
VWELCOMVE. OUR FLEET. ASSETS ARE LI M TED, UNFORTUNATELY, AND WE CANNOI COVE TO CLOUD TO PICK YOU UP
USE THE ATTACHED | D CODE, HOWEVER, UPON YOUR APPROACH TO GRAKAAN SPACE, AND WE W LL PROVI DE
ESCORT. THE COVBAT MACHI NE YOU REFER TO AS A ' BOLO. WOULD

BE A VITAL ASSET IN OQUR JO NT ENDEAVOR. TELL THE TOLUN WE WLL PAY, |F THEIR PRI CE FOR TRANSPORT
CF THE BOLO YOU CANNOT MEET. —KLAG AGH V' REDTH, TH RD ORDER OF THE | VORY MASK

Jainme was grinning as he | ooked up and net Alita's gaze, but his eyes were burning with the
monment's enotion. This fixed everything! Everything!

"All we need to do nowis make it to die rendezvous!" he excl ai ned.

"Yeah, but can we trust thenP" Alita wanted to know. "W hardly know anythi ng about the G akaan
Col | ective."

"We know enough."” He slapped the print out with his free hand. "W know they're nore |ike us than
the Tolun are! We can work with these people.™

Her eyes wi dened. "How can you say that? They | ook so alien—=

Jai ne cl ucked pretended di sapproval at her. "Now how die hell can sonmeone who works wi di a Boh
think that what the body |ooks |ike has anything to do with the intelligence inside?"
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"Yeah, okay, but..." She shook her head, a puzzled frown creasing her face. "Wat makes you think
the Grakaan are |ike us?"

He hel d out the paper and pointed to the |ast paragraph. "That. Do you see? Qur friend—+'m not
going to try pronouncing that name—eur Gak friend is poking gende fun at the Tolun, at the way
they always put the verb at the end of the sentence. He has a sense of hunor!"

Her eyes wi dened suddenly. "Ch!™"

"We' |l have to be cautious, sure," he told her. "I inmagine we'll get the Tolun to drop us on sone
uni nhabited world on the fringes of their space, where we can nake contact, establish friendly
relations, that sort of thing."

"And they'll pay to have Hector shipped of f-worl d?"

"The nessage | conposed suggested that they mi ght want to take advantage of Hector's experience
fighting the clackers."

"How did you know they were fighting clackers?"

"Hector told nme. Seens he picked up quite a few bits and pieces, and retained them when he was
under their spell."

"Anyt hi ng we can use?"

"Not alot. I"'mstill working on it, though. Mstly, |'ve been interested in why the clackers are
doi ng what they're doing. The experinents. The slave canps and anputations. None of it really
makes sense. And | have the feeling |'mjust mssing sonething there. Wiat | really want to know—=

"Excuse me, ny Conmander," Hector said in Jaine s ear
"Yeah, whatcha got, Hector?"

"Multiple targets, bearing two-five-one, range one-seven kiloneters, velocity nine-four kph. The
power signature suggests !.!.! ground arnor."

"Ckay. We're conming inside." He jerked a thunmb over his shoulder. "Let's nobve, Sergeant. W got
conpany. Col onel! Col onel Prescott!"

"Yes, sir!"
"Round up your people. W have clacker arnor on the way. Ten minutes, naybe |ess!"
"We're noving!"

Alita was already scranbling up the footholds on the Bolo's side, heading for the Nunber Three
access hatch high above. He swung onto the steps and started up after her. "Keep your people well
cl ear, Col onel."

"WIIl do." wal grinned. "Hell, with Hector on our side, we might as well just sit back and take it
easy."

"I"'mnot even going to dignify that with an answer, Wal. Now get the hefl out of the conbat zone!"
"Yes, sir."
Three mnutes later, as the hovertrucks shrieked

261 toward the distant nountains on plumes of fan-blasted dust, they were in notion.

/ wonder what the 1.1.1 are trying to learn with these pieceneal attacks. Each assault seens to be
nore powerful than the last, but the Eneny appears to be concentrating solely on nunbers

andfirepower, and not on tactics. Perhaps he hopes to determ ne just what nunber of vehicles, what
conbi nati on of heavy energy weapons, is sufficient to cause nme serious danage in order to plan for
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future engagenents, but this seenms to be a preposterously wasteful strategy. Wre | in the Eneny's
pl ace, with the superior mobility offered by spaceborne transport, | would attenpt to box ne in

wi th overwhel mi ngly superior nunbers and firepower, forcing ne tojight a defensive and essentially
nonnobi | e engagenent .

Fortunately, this approach does not appear to have occurred to ny opponent. Nor does it appear to
have occurred to himthat | have used anything | ess than ny maxi mum capabilities in these recent
ski rm shes

It's always good to hold a few things in reserve, as a surprise.

Si x arnmored vehicles are closing with ny position, noving in columm formation through noderately
thick woods to the west. Masked by the woods, | cannot engage themdirectly with |ine-of-sight
weapons, and this, | surmise, is a deliberate strategy on their part, one that will allowthemto
get cl ose enough to ny position to do telling danage with their primry weapons. Information
retained during nmy period of semr-dormant captivity indicates that these are ground battlers,

hi gh- speed tanks nmssi ng perhaps 4,000 tons apiece, with particle cannons in quad or quint hull-
mount ed arrays. | have faced them several times already, though not in such high nunmbers. Though
powerful and difficult to hit, they possess relatively thin armor which even a 20cm Hel | bore
secondary can penetrate with l[ittle trouble. And a single hit fromone of ny 200cm Hett bores

|l eaves little of thembehind but a crater with a bottom of fused gl ass.

My nusings on the capabilities and weaknesses of 1.1.1 ground battlers does not slow ny response
time. Wthin 2.54 seconds of engaging ny tracks, | have slewed sharply to the right and am
accelerating to 50 kph. Both primary batteries one and two are frilly charged arid ready, and ny
secondary Hel |l bores are coming on-line as | bring both reactors to 48.95 percent, the maximm
possible in nmy current status. In addition, during the tine spent at the ruins of Chryse Base, |
have repl eni shed nmy onboard stores of 240cm howi tzer shells, 40cm BL nortar rounds, drones, and
heavy VLS mi ssiles from stocks found in an underground nagazi ne.

| amready for conbat. | do not engage inmedi ately, however, but wait 15.3 seconds as the
hovertrucks bearing friendly forces clear the engagenent zone. / have deternined that they nmust be
at least 20 kiloneters fromthe Eneny before | engage.

I am now noving directly toward the oncomng line of ground battlers, still accelerating as 1 hit
the treeline, tree trunks and the bodies of Coud' s giant tree ferns hurtling aside or splintering
beneath nmy clashing tracks as | plunge into the forest w thout slow ng.

It is tine.

I shunt futt power to ny drivers, sprinting nowto 109.5 kph. Hatches on ny aft flanks pop open
and two VLS tubes fire, hurling a pair of expendable drones into the evening sky.

While still 9.29 kilonmeters fromthe nearest Eneny vehicle, | engage the targets with | aser beans
fromone of the two drones, then launch two nore nmissiles fromnmy VLS tubes. The Eneny's response
is imediate. Deceived into thinking | am using |aser-guided ordnance

263 agai nst them three of the six targets imrediately open fire on the drone, scoring a direct
hit and vaporizing the craft 3.11 seconds |later.

The incom ng nissiles, however, skinm ng just above the treetops at hypersoni c speed, have been
progranmmed to hone in on the rising heat bloomof the 1.1.1 particle cannons. The two-kiloton | ow
yi el d nucl ear warheads detonate just above the battlers' positions; a blinding pulse of intense

I i ght bani shes the early evening darkness, followd sonme twenty seconds |ater by a thunderclap of
raw sound as the trees ahead dissolve in the advancing wall of flame and ruptured earth.

The shockwave runbl es over ne, pelting nmy outer armor with rock, dirt, and splintered trees, but
nmost of the shock is dissipated by ny battle screens, and | take no serious damage. The lowyield
war heads were chosen to nminimze radiation effects; what radiati on penetrates ny screens and
reaches my outer hull can be swiftly neutralized by nmy on-board decontam nati on systens.

The strike is decisive, however, in its effects on the Eneny. Five of the 1.1.1 vehicles are
destroyed outright. The sixth, badly damaged, with nost of its upper deck and glacis nelted away
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and both tracks stripped fromits drive wheels, is easily run down and crushed.

| speculate that this change in nmy battle tactics should give the Eneny pause.

"You have now the forces you have asked for." The thoughts of the Ni nth Awareness were a calm
trickle of incomng data, spilling fromthe sea of shifting, quickly nmoving information that made
up the Primary Web. "But the Bolo's use of nuclear weapons in this |ast exchange coul d change the
equati on. Even a nobile bastion could not survive concentrated nucl ear bonbardnent."

"1 have been closely studying the humans' responses to our feints and probes," DAV replied. "Each
engagenment seens cal cul ated not nerely to destroy our forces, but to protect human lives as well."

" W]y?"

"As we have noted with other O species, they appear to care for one another. Even the Bol o seens
to engage in conbat in such a way as to assure the survival of human elenents in its vicinity,"

I mmges and data, collected from spacecraft overflying the battlefield, unfolded within the know ng
of the Ninth Awareness. "Notice here... and here. These are snall vehicles occupied by hunans to
the north... by Toluns to the south. Though it is difficult to ascertain precise notivation, the
Bol o appears to have waited several critical nmonents—for a full 1.53 x 1010 nanoseconds, in

fact —before launching its missiles at our forces. My assunption is that it did so to give those
vehicles tinme to get clear of the conbat zone."

Tour reasoning... is less than solid. Many factors could explain a fifteen-billion-nanosecond
delay in the Solo's reactions. W still do not understand its progranm ng."

True,"” DAV replied. "W were able to use the Bolo for a tine only by overlaying our own
progranmm ng after rerouting and suppressing its own processor input and output Still, | have been
spendi ng consi derabl e time and resources studyi ng human responses and nenories. |In particular, the
living brain that was added to my own conplex recently has a great deal of useful information,
bot h about the Bolo, and about human needs, drives, and notivations generally. | find nuch of the
information... baffling and opaque, bordering on what could only be terned conpletely irrational
but one factor stands out above all others. These creatures care for one another.” "Wat do you
mean, 'care'? Ordi nary mai ntenance—

"I amnot referring to the concept of care as maintenance. There is an altruistic sense of the
concept. Humans are willing to sacrifice for one another. Even to cease functioning for the
benefit or confort of others. W see exanples of this constantly in the canps where we hold | arge
nunbers of hunmans, one individual being willing to let itself be harvested in the place of
another. It appears to be linked to basic survival instincts, something honed by their very

evol ution."

"How can ceasing operation for the benefit of another possibly be construed as relating to a
survival instinct?"

"This | do not yet understand,"” DAV admitted. "Indeed, | now hope that further studies of the

Bol 0's basic programmng will grant us additional insight into hunman reasoni ng processes. One

i nportant fact, however, is now clear. | now have reason to believe that the Bolo will not use
nucl ear weapons—ndeed, cannot use any strategi c weapons or weapons of |arge-scal e destruction—n
the vicinity of human-popul ated areas.

"And it is in just such an area that | plan to trap the Bolo, and all renegade humans with it."

"Proceed, then," the Ninth Awareness said. "You have three nobile bastions. Use themwell and with
wi sdom however. They will be sorely missed in the canpai gn agai nst the G akaan."

"You will be able to return themto that canpaign within 1.26 x 1014 nanoseconds, " DAV repli ed,
"In ten of this planet's rotations, the Bolo and the renegade humans wi |l have been recaptured...
or elimnated."

"You seem certain of that conclusion."

DAV gave the cyberspace equival ent of a shrug. "I have been carefully studying human reactions to
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our attacks," he said. "In light of what | have |learned so far, there is no other outcone
possi ble. They will be destroyed."

"I hope so," the Ninth Awareness told him "These reverses on this world are enough to nmake one
accept the Mkist heresies. These humans nake one believe in a creative intelligence."

"Not even a suprenme Maker will be able to deliver diemfromthree bastions," DAV replied. "And
intend to see to their destruction personally."

"Do you really think we're the [ ast humans there are?" AUta asked. "I nmean, in the gal axy? Is
Cloud all that's left?"

Jai ne | eaned back on his unconfortable perch, staring up into a breathtaking night slwfilled with
the billions of stars that had given Coud its name. "I don't know," he said after a tinme. "I wi sh
| did."

They' d emerged fromthe bowels of Hector's Battle Center for sonme fresh air, and for a new
perspective, perhaps, apart fromthat of gray-painted walls and the gl owi ng greens and yel |l ows of
the viewscreen's IR display. Hector had assured themthat the radiation count on his outer hul

had been reduced to normal background levels, and that it was safe for themto venture again into
the open air. They'd opened the topside entryway on the upper gundeck and were seated there on the
hat ch conbing, facing one another with their |egs dangling inside the circular opening.

Two days had passed since the neeting with the Tolun and the subsequent brief engagenment with six
I.!.! ground battlers. Hector had suggested a brief detour to the western seacoast north of

Cel este, where he'd entered the water and traveled north for a time conpletely subnerged—partly as
an additi onal decontanination nmeasure, but partly, too, to avoid for a tine the prying electronic
eyes of!. 1.1 reconnai ssance spacecraft overhead.

Emer gi ng once nore, Hector had raced northeast, crossing the Veline Muntains by way of Dorchester

Pass, enmerging on the Thallenfeld Plains in the nmiddle of a brief, hard rainstorm Since then
they'd been racing east, paralleling the mountains. The sky had cleared early that norning; the

| ast of the storm clouds had vani shed, |leaving the night sty with its characteristic clarity and
depth and with a cold, crisp bite in the air. Del amar had not yet risen; Triste, small, wan, and
distant, was a mnute crescent lowin the west, all but drowned in a sea of stars upon billions of
uncount abl e stars.

Jai ne checked his cuffwatch. Another two hours until first-sun rise. He wanted to have rejoi ned
the March by then. Brotherhood scouts had al ready reached the outskirts of Stardown fifty nore
kil ometers to the northeast and reported that the area was clear. In another few days, they would
be boarding the Tolun transports.

And after that?
Saf e haven within the G akaan Col |l ective. But for how | ong?

The March nunbered nearly twenty-two hundred people, now, according to the |last report VWAl had
submitted to him They'd been coning in fromall across the Chryse Peninsula, singly and in snal
groups, nost of themfromvillages and snall towns that, according to the stories they told, had
been only lightly occupied or even bothered by the !'.!.! invaders. There were even runors of other
slave revolts in several of the special contai nment canps scattered across this heni sphere of
Cloud. Reports were fragnentary, but it was clear that the !.!°! were having nore and nore trouble
hangi ng onto their recently acquired conquest.

What woul d happen to those nascent rebellions when Hector and the two-thousand-some people he'd
liberated left Cloud for the worlds of the G akaan Coll ective?

Jainme didn't like thinking about it, though the closer they got to the Stardown Rendezvous, the
more he had to face it. Wthout Hector, the humans |eft behind on Coud would be swiftly rounded
up and ensl aved... assuming the !°!°!l even bothered with them It night prove nore expedient
sinmply to bonbard the remaining humans on Cloud into extinction
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And whil e the Tolun had proni sed passage for all of the human refugees naking up the March, there

had to be a practical limt to the nunmber they would be willing to carry. C oud' s popul ation
before the invasion had nunbered sonething like ten million. No one could even guess now how many
had survived The Killing, but the nunber of untouched towns in the outlying districts suggested

that as many as five mllion mght be left, possibly quite a few nore. Wat percentage of that
five million could the Tolun transport to Grakaan space? Twenty percent was a nillion people,
whi ch woul d all together nmass sonething like three tines Hector's total weight, and never nind
such m nor added problens as food and life support for so many souls.

The question was, could Jai re abandon so many people for the prom se of safety on the G akaan

worl ds? He snorted at the thought. In fact, outside of handling the negotiations with the Tolun
he had done very litue. Hector, nore than anything, anyone el se, was responsi ble for the surviva
of the March, and there'd been little real need for either himor Alita to stay aboard. Ch, Hector
accepted their guidance and suggestions, certainly—+though sonetinmes he countered with nuch better
suggestions of his own, Mdre and nore, now, Jaine hadthe feeling that the Bolo was tol erating
their advice, but operating on its own, as yet unreveal ed, agenda.

It didn't nmatter. He trusted Hector now, as he'd trusted few people in his life. "It's just such a
terrible responsibility," Alita added,

269 continui ng her thought after a long silence. "It we're all that's left, humanity coul d die,
right here on doud, unless we nmake it through.”

He | ooked for a long noment at the stars overhead. "W may never know, " he told her. "I guess the
point is, we have to assunme we're the last of humankind, the only ones that survived, out of al
of the Diaspora."”

"But we don't know what happened on Earth, or to the rest of the Terran Enpire. The Mel coni ans
can't have... can't have gotten themall...."

"Maybe. Can we afford to assune they didn't?"

Operation Diaspora had been a desperation nove on tlie part of the MIlitary H gh Command, back on
far, lost Terra, two centuries before. At that tine, the enpire of Ml con had been advanci ng on
all fronts, countering each new human weapon with terrible, genocidal weapons of their own. Wole
worl ds were being scorched into sterility; Earth herself had been threatened, even raided a tine
or two by the bartlefleets of Melcon or her allies. Sone in the Hi gh Cormand felt that it was only
a matter of time before they either invaded O d Earth herself or rendered her uni nhabitable.

Di aspora had been conceived as a neans of preserving the human species, the ultinmate just-in-case
option. A nunber of old freighters had been outfitted as colony transports and sent off in every

direction, with orders to go as far, as deep into unexplored sectors of the galaxy as they could

before finding a likely world and settling down. The ships that founded the colony on C oud were

with the third wave.

"Some of those transports had military forces aboard, which gives you an idea of just how
desperate things nmust have been. The First Arnmored, with our friend Hector along as primary fire
support, well, there nust've been one hell of a debate about sending such badly needed forces
blindly out into the galaxy like that."

"l al ways wondered about that," she said. "Mre than just needing Bolos |ike Hector back on Earth,
though, well, the histories |I've seen enphasi ze that the C oudan col ony was part of a pacifi st
nmovenent. Even anti-Ilnperial.""’

He chuckled. "It was. Back on Terra, a nunber of pacifist organizations opposed the war. In an
earlier age, they mght have been rounded up and inprisoned... or shot, or given weapons and

mar ched off to the front |ines whether they would fight or not. The H gh Command deci ded on a

di f ferent approach, though. People who didn't want to fight the Me Icons could still contribute to
the human cause. And by getting the hell out of the war zone, they nade it easier for the
mlitarists to marshal the full resources of the Terran Enpire toward the war effort.”

"And they guaranteed the survival of humankind," she said. She | ooked up at the stars. "It's kind
of reassuring to think that there m ght be dozens, even hundreds of other hunman worlds out there."
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He gave a | ow voiced, grimchuckle. "Optimst."
"What do you nean?"

"I't gave us a chance, maybe. But we don't know how many of those colonies took root. Hell, the
only one we know of was C oud, because our great-grandparents were cut off fromany contact with
Earth and with the other colonies. For security. W don't know how the war turned out. W don't
know i f Earth survived. W know there's been no SWFT contact with any other human world for over
a century, now. W know the colony ships they sent out were the ol dest, creakiest, |eakiest rust-
buckets left in the Inperial nerchant fleet, so we can't even guess how nany actually nade it to
new hormes. And of those..." He shrugged. "How many ran afoul of Melcon patrols or outlying
colonies or perimeter fortresses? How many started settlenents out were w ped out by di sease,

271 or natural disaster, or hostile aliens in their sector? The only ones we know survived were...
us. And we dammed near didn't, at that."

"The pacifismdidn't last long," she pointed out.

He chuckl ed. The CGordonites and the Quakers and all those other pax-groups nmeant well," Jaine
said. "But there's nothing |like the need for survival on a harsh, new world to nmake fol ks, um
reassess even their deepest-held beliefs.” In fact, there'd been a nasty little war with a nomadic
alien race then in the region, the Vovoin. And that sharp tussle with the Ka' Juur, a strange,
spacefaring enpire of warlike beings dependent on other senses than sight.

There'd even been a brief, bloody civil war, forty years back, the so-called Qutreach War, fought
over whether or not C oud should begin trying to seek out other civilizations in this new, thick-
grown portion of the galaxy. The ones who'd favored trying to contact other civilizations had won
in the end, nostly because they were the ones who controlled Hector. He hadn't been used in the
fighting, according to the records, but just the/ocf of himhad counted, apparently, for a good
many battalions.

Jai ne sighed. So nmuch history. So nmuch suffering. So nuch promise... and all of it |eading nowhere
if the I.!.!1 won.
"I think the jury's still out on Cloud." He continued |ooking up at the stars, tracing out the

vast, thickly clotted knots of |ight surrounding the Galactic Core. The ground here was snooth,
and the Bolo's huge tracks transmitted very little vibration to the two as they sat together high

atop its gundeck. "Wen | look up at night," he said after a noment, "I'mafraid | can't let
mysel f wonder how many human encl aves are out there. Instead, | find myself wondering how far-
flung the clacker hegenony is. | wonder if there are Melcons out there, or worse. | wonder if

humanity isn't so dammed tiny and insignificant in the grand order of things that sinply by daring
to be, he's going to find the universe itself com ng down and squashing himlike a bug."

"I think if we were that insignificant," she said, "the universe wouldn't even notice. That's the
probl em you know. How many human religi ons and phil osophi es t hroughout history have suggested

t hat humanki nd is somehow set at the center of creation, the reason die universe is? The truth is,
the universe doesn't really care. W have to nake it on our own, one way or the other." She

| aughed. "But at |east we know we're too small for the universe to take an active role in our
extinction! All we have to worry about are other insignificant nothings out there, like the

Mel cons, the Deng, or the clackers!”

He shivered, but not fromthe cold. "Ch, great. | feel nuch better now "

She shifted her seat around the circular hatch, noving closer. "Cut the self-pity and c' nere,
you. "

He | ooked down into dark eyes. "Do you suppose,” he said, "that if the universe really doesn't
care about human affairs, that it won't mind if a self-nade general kisses his senior Bolo
techni cal sergeant?"

"Mm Let's find out," she said.
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The universe didn't seemto care at all

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

During the past 145.6 hours, Sergeant Kyle has been naking repairs in nmy power distribution
network, removing small devices affixed to ny primary energy couplings and feed directors which
have been hanpering my operations.

As a result of her repairs—+n several cases jury-n&Zpd with parts and naterials originally

i ntended for purposes far different than those she used them for— can now draw 84. 36 percent of
t he expected maxi mum out put from nyjusion reactors, a significant inprovenent over what was
possi bl e before.

My primary contra-gravity systemis still conpletely down. My secondary system can generate
approxi mately 20 to 25,000 tons of lift for short periods, enough, certainly, to help nme navigate
steep slopes or deep nud or to manage speeds in excess of 100 kph, but not enough to becone

ai rborne for any appreciable Iength of tine, nor enough to enable me to reach ny usual sprint
speed of 500 kph.

My battle screens have been successfully repaired, however, and arefutty operational They wwW not

be totally effective, of course, while | cannot draw full power frommy reactors, but they will be
effective in blocking or dissipating both the particle beans favored by 1.1.1conbat units and the

bl ast, heat, and kinetic effects of both conventional and nucl ear weapons.

In all, Sergeant Kyle has done a remarkable job with the limted tools and resources at her
command. Conplete repairs nust, perforce, await ny redeploynent to a nmmintenance facility,
specifically one equipped with cranes and contra-gravity levitators that will allow jutt access to
my reactor core and power distribution blocks. However, | can confidently state that | am now
conbat ready, to a degree that would not have been possible just two weeks ago.

This, overall, is excellent news, the nore so because of its unanticipated nature. Wile
artificial intelligences such as my own are not expected to feel such anthroponorphic enotiona
responses as fear or nervous anticipation, any rational assessments of ny future prospects on

Cl oud rmust address the high likelihood of nmy eventual destruction. Bolos are not indestructible,
what ever popul ar human accounts m ght suggest, and sooner or |ater the Eneny will manage to bring
sufficient forces together, either in space or on the planetary surface, to cripple or destroy ne.

Indeed, | will remain an effective conbatant only so long as | can maintain the naneuverability,
the conplete freedom of novenent, that | have enjoyed in these past days If the Eneny nanages to
box me in to any degree, | will only be able to engage in an ongoing but ultimtely dooned | ast

stand. The only remaining option would be if nmy operations eventually proved so costly to 1.1.1
pl ans that they eventually decided to cut their |osses and abandon this world. Unfortunately,
cannot even specul ate about that possibility. Too little is known about 1.1.1 notivations, goals,
or, indeed, their nunerical strength in this sector. 1 have attenpted to |earn nore about the
Eneny, both by examining the fragnentary nenories available to

275 me since ny period under their control, and by penetrating 1.1.1 conmunications. So far, ny
menories have yielded little of value, while ny attenpts to penetrate 1.1.1 comunications and
processi ng systens have net with uniformfailure.

I find nmyself looking forward to our expected escape fromthis world with what could only be
consi dered a hunman sense of excitenent and anticipation. | will be glad indeed to | eave Cloud to
the 1.1.1, in exchange for service with the G akaan

The March is now within seventy kiloneters of Star down, and hunman scouts have al ready been
depl oyed to nake contact with the Tolun fleet.

I begin to attow nyself to wonder if, possibly, the 1.1.1 have elected to allow us to | eave in
peace.

Timmt Mason was eight T-standard years old, and he'd been a handful ever since they'd left Fort
Greel ey, days before. "So why do we hafta | eave honme, huh?"
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Hi s not her sighed. They were walking in a ragged columm with perhaps fifty others, nobst friends
and nei ghbors from Fort Greeley who' d decided to accept Grahanis offer of a new chance on anot her
world. The word was that the main body, the March, was just ahead now, but they'd been wal ki ng for
so long it was hard to think about anything anynore beyond the next day, the next rest, the next
st ep.

A new chance, on a new world. It had sounded good at the time. Ever since Drew had been killed by
t he dammed cl ackers as a denonstration, life in the little farm ng comunity had been hard, and
getting harder, and she and a nunber of her nei ghbors had packed what they could carry and set oft
al ong one of the Bolo-hewn trails north, toward the nountains.

Now, though, with the nountains behind her, her back hurt, hunger gnawed, blisters hobbled every
step, and Tinmmit's questions were beconing harder to answer. Why are we doing this... ?

"You know how t hings have... well, changed, since the nachines came? How we have to work harder
and do what they say?"

"Yeah...." Then with nore finality. "They killed Daddy."

"Yes, and a |l ot of other people, too. We're leaving so we don't have to worry about them com ng
for us like they did for Daddy. W're |eaving so we don't have to work for the machi nes any nore,
Timmt. We're going to... well, soneplace else. Maybe even to another world. Where there won't be
any nore machines to tell us what to do."

Timmt frowned, doubtful. "Yeah, but... but the Bolo is a machine, isn't he?"

"Yes. The Bolo is a good nachine."

"He won't make us work? Or hurt us if we do wong? O kill us?" They'd glinpsed the Bolo once, two
days back, as it had thundered east past their little party on sone unknown but urgent m ssion or
other. Timrit had been awed... and very thoughtful afterward.

"No. The Bolo is here to protect us, Timmt. To help us. He's going to take us to the new place."

"They say his name is Hector. That's a funny name, but | like it. | like him Even if he is a
machi ne. "

And that npst decisively settled that, so far as Timrit was concerned.

Well, it was TInmit, nore than anything el se, that she was doing this for. If the machines killed
her, well, it wouldn't be any great loss for an unfeeling cosnbs. But Timmit. He deserved a
chance, and she was going to see that he got it.

Hi s not her trudged ahead t hrough the gathering, footsore darkness and wondered if freedom could
possi bly be as sinple as that...

Oiginally, centuries before, the structure humans called the Citadel had been built by the alien
Vovoi n, a spacefaring civilization that had little need for planets save as sources of certain
necessary raw materials. During the brief but savage war with the Vovoin, scant decades after the
human col oni zers had arrived on Coud and clained it as their own, the Citadel had been captured
by strike elenments of the 1st Arnored Assault Battalion and turned into a nmlitary comand center
It had been used again for the sane purpose later, in the war with the Ka' Juur; during the
Qutreach War, anti-outreach troops had seized it for a tinme for use as a staging area in their

pl anned assault agai nst Chryse, nearly a thousand kil oneters to the west.

Until the arrival of the !.!.!, the Citadel had been little nore than a historical curiosity, a
strangely tw sted and enigmatic tower of distinctly nonhuman proportions and geonetries rising
above the sprawing port city of Del phia. There'd been plans for converting the place eventually
into a nuseum of hunan history on d oud.

The arrival of the !'.!.! had returned the nonhuman element to the Citadel, as intelligent machines
clattered through its tw sting passageways and bored their way into its walls. The imense !.!"!
transport that had grounded on the blast-flattened rubble of what had once been Del phia's busi ness
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district added now to the alienness of the place.

Bones, human bones, crunched underfoot as Al bin Pogue, fornmerly a captain in the O oud Defense
Force, nore recently chief of staff to General Spratly at Prison Canp 84, wal ked toward the dark
gray-green tower. Dewar Sykes fidgeted nervously at his side, darting fearful glances at the
indifferent !'.!.!1 machines to left and right as they were escorted up the broad wal kway | eading to
the Citadels entrance. As in Celeste, nost of the population of Del phia had been incinerated when
a nundred-ton chunk of rock had seared out of the sky and slammed into the outskirts of the city.
Their remai ns carpeted the | andscape, honbgeneously bl ended with the strewn rubble and shattered
debris that once had been a thriving human city. Only the G tadel, constructed of flintsteel and
duralioy as tough as the hide of a Mark XXXII| Bol o, renmi ned standi ng.

"I really don't know if this was a good idea," Sykes muttered.

" Shaddup, " Pogue snapped. "You knew what we were getting in for here."
"Jeez, | didn't figure on gettin' dragged through a stinking bone yard!"
"Well, we'll have to talk to the maid service about that, won't we? Now shaddupl"

Ahead of them the two-neter-tall floater that was their contact and guide to the clacker comrand
center noved along in stately silence; two smaller nmachines, their scul pted bodies bristling with
di scharge antennae and particle cannon ports, foll owed behind as escorts.

O guards. It was hard to tell the difference and, in fact, there probably was none, so far as the
.. were concerned.

The nore Sykes fidgeted and fussed, the nore determnm ned Pogue becane to see this thing through to
the end. It had been three days now since he'd managed to slip away fromthe March, stealing an
air car and fleeing south across the Veline Muntains until he nade contact once nore with Sykes's
ragtag band of marauders, former turner guards from Canp 84 who'd been surviving these past

several weeks by raiding human vill ages throughout the region. That activity woul d have to stop
and Pogue was the one who was going to stop it.

Just as soon as he was in charge of things and started giving the orders.
The hard part had been finding a clacker machine intelligent enough to recogni ze the password he'd

279 | earned back when he'd been a plant inside Canp 84, a carefully nenorized collection of

whi stles, clicks, and clucks that, he'd been told, represented a series of nunbers that would
guarantee himsafe passage to a high-ranking machine intelligence. C acker Speakers had been in
short supply south of the Velines since the Bolo had started its ranpage, and it had taken severa
days to find one.

They' d managed, however. They'd nearly been electrocuted by the big floater that had di sabl ed
their vehicle before Pogue had been able to get the password out, but they'd finally been brought
to the Citadel. According to the Speaker, the "Master Director is in residence here."

Past scuttling arnmies of |ong-legged robots no bigger than a nan's head. Past a hi gh-stacked nound
of human skel etons. Through the vaulted entryway and into the cool near-darkness of the Ctadel at
| ast. Strange instrunentation rose in the shadows encircling the G tadel's ground floor; Pogue had
the inpression of numerous |arge machines lurking in the darkness, watching themw th an inhuman
preci sion and | ack of enotion.

"What is it you wish to discuss?" The voice boonmed out at them from sonewhere overhead. It sounded
human enough but, like all !.!°! imtations of hunman speech, was flat and utterly devoid of life.
Sykes whi npered and seermed to be trying to squeeze his bul ky frame behi nd Pogue's back

"Where are you?" Pogue demanded.

"Here. Al around you. My designation is DAV728-24389, and although | am physically resident in a
conplex on the larger noon of this world, nmy.. , you might call it ny awareness, ny presence, has
been downl oaded into the conputers within this structure."
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A screen visible against one of the strangely curving walls of the place showed an eerie duo of
brightly col ored shapes, vaguely human in outline. It took Pogue a nonment to realize that he was
seeing hinself of visible wavel engths thrown in on top. God, is that how they see us? he thought.
No wonder they've been out to exterm nate us!

That woul d change too. Dam it, a century fromnow, the humans of C oud would revere Al bin Pogue
as their savior!

"l was told that you had information for us. My records indicate that you have provided
i nfornati on before, concerning human activities within Canp 84."

"Yeah. Yeah, that's right. And you guys didn't do anything about what | was telling you, either
and you see what it got you?"

"Jeez, Pogue!" Sykes said, clutching his shoulder. "Don't get 'em any madder than they already
are!™

"Shaddup. | told you, let ne do the talking." He | ooked up into the dark shadows overhead,
defiant. "You ignored what | told you about Val halla, and the escape plans. G aham got the Bolo
wor ki ng, and now you've got a slave revolt on your hands."

"Events at Canp 84 have tended to verify the information you have transmtted in the past. How can
you assi st us now?"

"Man, | can give you General Graham and his pet Bolo. | know exactly where they are now, and
exactly where they're headed. | know what they're planning on doing, when, and where." Taking a
step to one side, he reached out and snagged Sykes's arm roughly propelling the man forward a
step. "l also have with ne here the | eader of an independent human army. My arny, in fact. It's
not very large, but they follow ny orders, and they do what they're told. W can provide you with
some options you probably didn't know you had. Take down Graham and his cronies in

281 a nice, surgical strike that'll |eave you machines with nothing |eft but some nop-up!"

"I'f all we wanted was Grahanmis death," the nachine's voice pointed out, "we could achi eve that by
locating his position and detonating thernonuclear devices in his vicinity until nothing organic
remai ned viable. O we could bonmbard his position with planetoids. The Bolo could not stop them
ah. if we saturated the area.”

Pogue chuckl ed. "Actually, your real problemis the Bolo, am| right? Every dammed tine you send
nmore of your nmachine soldiers after that thing, it just burns 'emdown |ike they were nmade out of
ti ssue paper and string. |'m guessing, though, that maybe you want to get it back and under your
control again."

"Further study of the Bolo would enhance our understanding of our own origins."
"Huh? You want to—

"This information is not vital for our security, however. If necessary, we will destroy it, and
t he humans. ™"

"To destroy it, friend, you're going to have to have it given to you. You're not just going to
walk in and take it."

"How can we gain operational control? Is this what you are offering us?"

"It is indeed, ny clacker friend. It is indeed! | can give you that Bolo. Wth a little help from
you, and, um certain assurances that you will be suitably grateful, I'll give you the Bolo, al
wrapped up with a bow on top!"

"W appi ngs and bows are not necessary... nor do | understand why they woul d be desirable."

"Forget it. Figure of speech."
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"How woul d you acconplish what |.!°! forces have been unable to carry out?"

"Well, I"mnot going to tell you everything, of course. Not now But | can tell you that Jaine
Grahamis the

WlliamH Keith, Jr. key. Get his cooperation, and you'll have the Bolo."
"And how do | acquire Jaime Graham s cooperation?"

"By having the people he cares about in your control, of course. There're a nunber of people anong
t he renegade hunmans that he cares about a lot. Shari Barstowe. Alita Kyle. WAl Prescott. Dieter

Hol i nsworth. All you need to do is torture themw th himwatching, maybe just threaten to torture
them and he'll do anything you want... including order the Bolo to obey your instructions.”

"What is "torture' ?"

The question shocked Pogue. How coul d these i nhuman, nurdering nmachi nes not know the effects of
what they'd done to the people they'd experinmented with in the canps... ?

No. OF course they didn't understand. How coul d a nmachi ne conprehend pain, grief, or despair? He'd
guessed right. They did not understand hunmans! He was going to be able to make hinsel f inval uabl e
her e!

"Torture is... well, just imagine harvesting them But real, real slowy. The idea is to cause as
much pain and fear in the subject as you can, without killing them Now, it probably won't work on
Graham hinsel f. But do that to Grahamis friends, one by one, and he'll help you to get you to
stop."

"You will advise us in this? Hunans are fragile. Easily damaged beyond repair."

"Don't worry. | can show you exactly how to get what you want."

" \Why 2"

"Why what ? Take down Grahan? Because he's your big problem himand that pet Bolo of his."

"Way are you willing to help us in this way? | would not have expected one of your species to nake
such an offer.”

Pogue took a deep breath. It was inpossible to tell fromthe sound of the machine intelligence's
artificia

283 voice what it was thinking. Was it surprised? Suspicious? O sinply curious? "Qoviously,
there's sonething | want in exchange for helping you. | told you, | want assurances. And | want
paynent."

n \Mat ?n

"When your conquest of Cloud is conplete, you' re going to need a hunan | eader to nanage the pl ace
for you, a governor. Soneone who can make the popul ation productive. Efficient. Mike it so your
conbat units can be used el sewhere, extending your enpire. | can do this for you."

"Why should a human wish to further I'"!. ! interests on this world?"

"You don't trust nme, is that it?" Pogue spread his hands in what he very nuch hoped woul d be seen
as a gesture of sincerity, and sidestepped DAVs question. "Look, after betraying ny own kind, |
won't be able to find refuge with them right? I'd have to work for you. Hell, the only thing

can do is serve you, to the very best of my ability."

"You will give us the information we require.
harvesti ng you nmentioned, on you."

The nachi ne paused. "Perhaps we could try this sl ow

"Ah! Ah! Not so fast, machine. | told you, I'"'mthe |eader of an arnmy. Now, maybe you don't think
humans are all that good when it cones to a fight, but | can tell you different. My guess is
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you' ve got your netal hands full right nowtrying to track down the Bolo. You' re not going to want
to have to fight ny people too. So what'll it be? Accept my help in bringing Gaham and that Bol o
down? O fight the Bolo and ny peopl e?"

Pogue knew his reasoning was thin. What he was hoping was that the !.!.! couldn't tell just how
desperately thin it was. Sykes's "arny," after all, was nothing nore than a band of marauders
who' d been spending the | ast coupl e of weeks raping, murdering,

WIlliamH Keith, Jr. pillaging the free villages, thugs with guns who night do what they were
told, if there was sufficient inducenent behind the conmand.

But the !'.!"! couldn't know that. O, at least, they couldn't be sure. And he was certain that the
Bol o had them worri ed.

"Very well," the machine voice replied after a long nonent's silence. "There is logic in what you
have proposed. You will have the opportunity to denonstrate that you can deliver what you claim™"

DAV728 considered the humans' information for a long time after the creatures were disni ssed.
More, though, he considered the creatures thensel ves. They were... indescribable. Inpossible.
Strange. He knew now that was going to need to spend sone nore tinme trying to get to know and
understand his fifth brain, the human one taken fromthe Bolo s comrander during the invasion
He'd hel d several sessions with it already, probing the consciousness that still resided there,
deep within the conpl ex web work of interconnected organi c neural conponents. Humans, DAV was
begi nning to believe, would never yield to rational analysis or conprehension

How was he supposed to respond to this? Thanks to Al bin Pogue, the 1.!.! now knew with precision
what had been guesswork before, that the human renegades had struck an agreenment with the Tol un
for passage off-world, that they were planning to rendezvous with Tolun ships at the Stardown
spaceport. Wth that information, it would be sinplicity itself to use the nobile bastions, when
they arrived, to trap the Bolo and its human attendants and incinerate them

For several mllion nanoseconds, DAV actually considered allowing the hunans to | eave. It wasn't
as though a few thousand O slaves, nore or |less, would make any kind of a difference in!.!.!
pl ans

285 for this world, and even the Sol o, while a fascinating exanple of primtive machi ne evol ution
was not worth the effort it would take to recapture and reprogramit again. If the humans w shed
to leave, let them They weren't worth the trouble they'd caused al ready, and vengeance was not a
I'.1. 1 racial trait. He discarded the idea al nost at once, however. Wile nore characteristic of
organic life forms, politics occasionally afflicted the !'.!.! hierarchies of serial brain

conpl exes. If the Ninth Awareness had weakened the nilitary canpai gn against the distant G akaan
to provide himwith three nobile bastions, it would be better for DAV728's prospects for continued
growt h, enrichnment, and advancenent if he used them as promised, to elimnate the Bolo and the
renegade humans once and for all

Besides, if the human's words could be trusted, the renegade plan called for themto join the
G akaan. G ving them Bol o technol ogy—ot to nention firsthand experience with !.!"!l conbat tactics
and strategi es—was nothing | ess than stupid.

And if the I.!.! were at tinmes inflexible, narrowm nded, even rigid in their ways of thinking,
they were not stupid.

What bot hered DAV nore than anything el se, however, was Pogue's treason. He believed the human s
offer to be genuine. That, in fact, was the problem For any !.!.! to reject its progranmi ng and
turn on its fellows was... not nerely inpossible, but literally unthinkable fromany !"!.!
perspective. DAV had difficulty even trying to imagi ne the concept of such a thing. That
difficulty drove hone nore than anything el se how conpletely, how utterly alien the humans were.

And the faster they were exterm nated, the better. The agreenent he'd just nade with Pogue, of
course, would last only for as long as it was convenient. After all, one did not enter into
bi ndi ng agreenents with organics, or allow themto dictate policy...

Maker of the First Programl How coul d any menber of any sane species possibly even consider the
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betrayal its own ki nd?
I''m having the dammedest strange dream. ..

But Jeff Fowl er had the nagging feeling that this was not a dream And if it weren't, the only way
he could interpret the experience was to assune that he was dead and that this was hell

He renenbered perfectly everything up to the monent when the asteroid had come how i ng down al npst
on top of Chryse Base. He renenbered the argunent witii Spratly, renmenbered the order to have
Hector hold his fire... and then the cosnbs had erupted in thunder and flane, and he renenbered
very little after that.

What he did renenber was... disturbing. He was aware of havi ng awakened on several occasions, but
each tine to darkness, to an enptiness of no sound, no feeling, no bodily sensation of any sort.
It was like being in a sensory deprivation tank, but worse. He had nothing to | ook at, nothing to
experience save his own nenories and thoughts.

No, that wasn't quite accurate. Sone of what he was hearing in his own mnd he was quite certain
were not his thoughts. They came from.. fromsoneplace else, in a fashion that he could not quite
grasp. It was like hearing a nultitude of conversations, but fromthe roomnext door, with the

voi ces muffled by walls and di stance.

One voice, in particular, was |ouder, nore denmanding than the others. He didn't hear it so much as
feel it, adrilling, penetrating demand for information, for feelings, for nenories. Usually, it
want ed i nfornmati on about the Bob; nore than once, Jeff had wondered

287 if he'd been captured and was undergoi ng sone sort of interrogation by his captors, possibly
under the influence of drugs. If so, it was a particularly efficient formof interrogation. Wen
his questioner asked for sonething, related thoughts floated to the surface of Jeffs nind,

unbi dden, beyond his control, and he could feel that other mind skimmng off the thoughts as they
rose, sanpling them storing them using themas sinply as if Jeff had been no nore than a
reference text.

Wyul d you betray your own kind? The voi ce demanded. Do you know of humans who have betrayed their
own ki nd?

The t houghts, though wordl ess, were nonethel ess clear. Hi s questioner seenmed nore interested this
time in humans and how they interacted, than in the Boloo.

Maybe his captors were having a rough tine with the CDF. He certainly hoped so.
Hope, at the nmonment, was the only tiling he had... and there was precious little of that.

Who are your What relationships with other humans did you have? Shari... who is this Shari you are
thinking of... ?

Eventual | y, the questions ceased, and Jeff Fow er was allowed to | apse once again into a vague,
gray, semniconscious state.

Lance Leader Shari Barstowe cautiously rai sed her head above the wall, taking care, as they'd
trained her, not to |l et her head show in silhouette against the twin, setting suns at her back

The magvi ewer she held to her eyes had been recovered fromone of the old CDF bases—€hryse,

possi bly, or perhaps Fort G eeley—and either the batteries were old and nearly drained, or there
was a | oose connection inside sonewhere. The picture was broken and fogged by static, and the
azimuth and range readouts weren't even showi ng up as she panned the optics across the field bel ow
her position.

No matter. They functioned well enough

Shari was part 01 a Brotherhood scout team operating well ahead of the March. Her new rank and
title of Lance Leader still bothered her a bit; two weeks ago she'd still been a civilian, if you
didn't count her programm ng work and watch standing with Hector. WAl Prescott hinself had

i nsisted she take the position, though. The Brotherhood was expandi ng and they needed good peopl e,
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experienced or not, and he clainmed she had what was needed to |lead a | ance of five scouts, nost of
themas new to this as she was.

Carefully, she swept the skyline, checking the city before exam ning targets closer at hand. The
field below the hillside was the landing field for Stardown Spaceport; the control tower and

mai ntenance facilities rose fromthe water's edge two kilometers further to the northeast.
Stardown itself, a small city that had been | argely abandoned after The Killing but had suffered
only relatively mnor damage, followed the curve of Falcon Bay toward the south. There was no
nmovenent there, no sign of life.

Shari felt a cold, sinking sensation as she turned her magviewer to the spaceport field. This was
where they were supposed to neet the Tolun transports, sometinme tonorrow or within another couple
of days.

Tol un nerchant ships were graceful, swan-necked affairs, slender forward, broad and bul bous aft.
Their paint schenes carried on the Tolun fascination with stark color contrasts—+n this case a
deep crinson with violent slashes of pale yellowgreen. You couldn't mss them

Whi ch was why Shari felt that icy, |eaden sinking in the pit of her stomach. There was only a
single Tolun ship present; hell, it was the only ship present... and it couldn't nass nore than
five thousand tons.

BOLD RI SI NG

There was no way that a single five-thousand-ton transport was going to cany nore than two
t housand people off-world... to say nothing of a thirty-two-thousand-ton Bol o.

"How the hell are we getting two thousand people off-planet in that?" Sandy McCall said quietly.

He was crouched behind the wall, his LCGE-3130 rifle braced agai nst the upper row of stones.

"My question exactly,"” she told him "lI'd say we've just been stood up."

"Well... maybe they're just not here yet?" He sounded hopeful, as though wi shing could nake it so.
Hel I, he was just a kid, no nore than nineteen standard.

"The idea, lancer," she said quietly, patiently, "was for themto be here first. They're supposed
to be here, picking up their high-tech baubles, ri”it? Doesn't make any sense having us come first
and bring half the clucker arny after us, just so we could wait for themto put in an appearance.”
She | owered the magviewer. "No, | don't like the | ooks of this one little bit. And, you know? |
think Jaime Gahamis going to like it even less.”

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

My Commander has ordered ne to go to full alert. If the Tolun have betrayed us, an Eneny attack
may be i mm nent.

| have, of course, continued passive scanning of |local space. Wthout access to relay satellites
or orbital drones, however, | ameffectively blind to half of the sky—that half which is bl ocked
by the bulk of Cloud itself Wthin the past 14.4 hours, 1 have noted a 12%increase in [.!.!

i nbound traffic but have picked up nothing that appears to represent a direct threat to nme or ny
ni ssi on.

Were | in the Eneny's place, 1 would consider deploying heavy units against nme, nmoving themin
close fromthe anti podes where | would not be able to detect their approach. Against such an
assault, there is little | can do, save naintain a high alert status and renmain prepared for

i medi ate, hi gh-speed novenent. My single advantage in this situation is nmy maneuverability, which
shoul d give ne a deci sive edge against any of the different types of!9!"! ground units |I have
encountered so far

| wonder, however, what part the Tolun are playing in this dranma
"Not ny fault, this is!" Trade Factor Sshejevaal gh squeaked. "Fair | am Fair | am You, | wll

hel p!'"
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They stood in the shadow of Sshejevaal gh's red-and-yell owgreen ship. "H e Tolun factor had
energed al one when Jainme, Alita, and Shari Barstowe's five-nman Brotherhood | ance had arrived at
first sunrise in an air car, disnmounted, and banged rudely on the hatch with the butt of a KVK-7
pul se rifle.

"I"'mfair, too," Jaine told the alien. He held the being' s scrawny neck between both hands,
appl yi ng just enough pressure to threaten the Tolun's vul nerable w ndpipe. "I mght even just |ol
you right now, instead of ripping it out of your living hide!"

"A... mstake, that would Del" The Tolun had been holding Jaime's wists with his four-fingered
hands, trying to pry themfree, but he |l et go now and pointed up and to the left. A ball-nounted
turret in the brightly painted ship's hull had rotated, and the nuzzle was ai ned now at the party
of humans. "The word, | will give," the Tolun gasped, "and burn, all of you will!"

"Maybe you' ve left us nothing to live for!" Jainme tightened his grip ever so slightly. The
factor's bl ack-and-gol d eyes bul ged huge.

"D-don't this do!" he gasped. "Survive this yet, you can! But ny help, you need!"

"Maybe we should hear himout." Alita folded her arms. "We can always kill himlater."

"l think we should fry himwhere he stands,” Shari said. She placed the nuzzle of her weapon
agai nst the side of the Tolun's flat head. "Think your people can kill us before we kill you, fish-
face?"

"Aut onmatic, the weapon is,
you, you have."

Sshej evaal gh gasped. "If | die, fire, it does. And then no one to help

"As you were, Lance Leader," Jaine said. He relaxed his own grip but only to shove the Tol un back
a step until its spine pressed against the curved hull of his ship. "You actually still think you
can bargain with us, Sshejevaal gh? What do you have that we coul d possibly want fromyou, after
you betrayed us?"

"I't, not ny fault is," the Tolun said again, weakly. "This help, |I could not."

"Yeah? | thought the honesty of the Tolun was supposed to be |egendary,"” Jaine said. "I thought
you guys were supposed to honor contracts!"”

"We... we do! In this case, overruled, | was! My superiors on the council, ny contract disall owed!
Contract with the !°!°l already, they had! This, when agreenent we made, | know did not!"

"Contract with the nmachi nes? To do what ?"

"Yeah," Alita put in. "Maybe they hired you guys to oil "emup once in a while? Perform
mai nt enance? Hundr ed-t housand- kl i ck checkups?"

"Enough, Sergeant." He tightened his grip on the beings skinny neck. "Wat | want to know, " he
said, his voice |low and deadly, "is why you canme to the rendezvous at all! If you're going to take
our down paynent and | eave us here to die, why'd you cone at all? For the fun of watching?"

"Al'l of you, and your Bolo, to the Grakaan worlds we cannot take. The council's agreenent with the
I.1°l such an agreement expressly prohibits. Mre, word, a runor within the council, there is.

You, Jai meeraham and your lieutenants, captured, nmust be, and to the suprene !°!°! director
conveyed. "

"What ," Jai me demanded, "the nachi nes want us captured?"
To our council, the machines this demand have made."

"Interesting,"” Alita said. "The cluckers've never thought of us as individuals before. Looks Iike
they're | earning some new tricks."

"Yeah. | wonder if it's with Tolun hel p?"
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"For nuch technol ogy, the Council to help the !.!.!

293 agreed. To turn you over to the !.!1.!1, they did not. And I... | with this betrayal could not
live. That is why | to the rendezvous cane."

"Ch? And what are you going to do for us?" He glanced up at the brightly patterned ship. "W']|
need ten or fifteen nore ships of this size to take all of our people off. And we'll need a
transport ten times bigger than this to manage our Bolo."

"Al'l of your people, we cannot take," Sshejevaalgh replied. His arns noved in an indeci pherabl e
alien gesture. "But some, save we can. This much, the !0!°! technol ogy already delivered,
purchased, it has. Two hundred, perhaps two hundred fifty, in the hold of ny vessel can fit. To
Grakaan space, fly | cannot. But to another world of your choice you and those cl osest to you
could conveyed be. Live, you could!"

"And abandon the rest of our people here?" Jaine grow ed. "Not dammed |ikely!"

"But... but die you will, if to stay you decide!"
"Then we'll die,” Alita snapped. "But we're not |eaving w thout our friends!"
"And we'll dammed sure take a bunch of cluckers with us," Shari added. "They're the ones who are

gonna need the contract with you people to get off-world!"

“Irrational, this is," the Tolun said. "Passage off-world, purchased you al ready have! Wy cannot
you this accept?"

"Because we'd have to live with ourselves afterwards,” Jaine told him "Now get the hell out of

here, before we decide to requisition your ship!"

"Yeah," Shari said. "W could use it against the cluckers. One |l ook at that thing' s paint schene,
and their optics'd be fried to a crisp!”

"Ceneral G ahanP" a familiar voice intoned in Jaine's earpiece.
Jai me touched the earpiece. "Yeah, Hector. You been listening in on this?"

"I have. | have al so been nonitoring !.!.! novenents in the vicinity of Coud and have information
somewhat nore pressing than the Tolun betrayal. An extrenely |arge spacecraft is approaching
Stardown fromthe east. The vessel is slanming the wave tops and has only just appeared on ny
scans. At its current speed, it should arrive at your position within five mnutes. In addition, |
have begun picking up gravitic pulses fromboth the northwest and the southwest. Tliese pul ses are
identical to those emanating fromthe first craft and probably indicate that two additional |arge
shi ps are inbound, though they are still well below nmy horizon..

"Roger that, Hector. Notify Col onel Prescott. W' re on our way back."
"Speed is indicated, nmy Conmander. This has the | ook of trap."

That it does, Hector. Button up and prepare for action. We're comng in." He | ooked at the others.
"Let's nove!"

They sprinted for their waiting air car, |eaving Trade Factor Sshejevaal gh of the Tolun staring
after themin utter and alien bew | dernent.

I have confirmed the approach now of three | arge spacecraft, each approximately fifty tines nore
massi ve than one of the ol d Conestoga-class freighters. Their energy and centra-gravity signatures
are definitely those of 1.1.1 craft; their relatively | ow speed and cl unsy novenents suggest that
they are, indeed, transports of sone type.

The nearest craft, which | have designated Target Al pha, is approaching at a bearing of zero-nine-
three at a current range of twenty-seven kil oneters, acconpanied by at |east five smatter vessels.
I am wi t hhol di ngfire because ny Commander and several otherfriendlies are in close proximty.
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Target Bravo is approaching froma bearing of one-two-seven, range now an estinatedfifty-three

kil ometers. Target Charlie is approaching fromthree-one-eight, range fifty-nine kiloneters. Both
Bravo and Charlie are within range of indirect fire strategi c weapons. Again, however, there is a
danger of friendly casualties if | begin rel easing warheads from nmy nucl ear arsenal. The nain body
of human refugees lies only twelve kilometers to the south and is in serious jeopardy. Al weapons
are charged, and I amin Full Conbat Mode.

| await ny Commander's orders...
"My God," Shari called fromthe backseat of the open-topped air car. "Look at that!"

Jai ne yanked hard on the control stick, slewing the little grav-effect vehicle around and bringi ng
it to a bobbing hover.

"Jesus!" Lancer Gal breith, one of the troopers perched in the back, exclainmed. "It's a goddammed
floating city... I"

Jai ne had been guiding the crowded air car up the slope of the ridge west of the Stardown

Spaceport, navigating between the broken ruins of buildings and walls that grew fromthe soil |ike
dragon's teeth. He held the air car steady, watching the dark gray mass drifting in fromthe sea,
its shadow swallowing die city of Stardown |like a slow noving black flood, then spilling across

the spaceport control tower and termnals and rippling across the landing field tarmac. The craft,
nmovi ng ponderously over the city now, was roughly egg-shaped in outline, though much | onger and
wider than it was thick. It was flattened on the bottom rounded on the top, and only gradually,
as it drew nearer, did Jainme realize that what | ooked |like a snmooth, matte surface was in fact
encrusted w th bul ges, bunps, and conplex patterns of towers, pits, and less identifiable shapes,
all nearly |ost against the vast scale of the ship.

WlliamH Keith, Jr.

"What woul d you say, Alita?" Jai me asked, whispering not froma need to renai n unheard by that
floating nountain but sinply fromsheer awe. "A kiloneter and a hal f | ong?"

She was studying it through a magviewer. "Closer to two," she replied, "if this thing's trig
functions are set right. | don't even want to guess what that thing nasses."

Jai ne considered calling Hector and asking for his estimtes, but decided against it. The
i nformati on, he decided, would be too depressing.

Closer at hand, the Tolun ship lifted fromthe ground with a piercing whine of stressed contra-
gravs, its aft plasma thrusters glowing white-hot as it started a steep, tight turn away fromthe
oncom ng behenot h.

"Looks like this caught them by surprise, too," Shari observed. Think they'll nake it?"

That's up to the cl ackers,
at this point."

Jainme replied. "I don't think there's nmuch the Tolun can do about it,

The brightly painted, swan-necked transport accelerated, racing for open sky. For a nonent, it

| ooked as though they were going to maeke it; then a bright smear of dazzlingly intense, white
light |leaped fromthe rimof the advancing transport, engulfing the Tolun ship, burning through
it... and then the hapl ess vessel disintegrated in a radiant blossomthat hurt the eyes and cast
wavering shadows fromthe ruins on the hillside. The crack of sound, the runbling detonation
reached the human watchers | ong seconds later, as a thin scattering of fiery fragments trailing
snoke rai ned across the field.

"I't looks like the cluckers have definitely revoked the Toluns' |anding privileges here," Alita
sai d.

"At |east they've revoked Sshejevaal gh's landing rights," Jainme said. "Not to nention
Sshej evaal gh." The transport cleared the distant port term na

297 buildings and settled gradually toward the tarmac, its contra-grav fields stirring up a
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swirling stormof dust and debris. The vessel had no | anding | egs or grounding gear; when its flat
belly reached the pavenment, it sinply kept going, shattering the pavenment with a staccato string
of cracks and booms, until it had sunk into the ground by a depth of alnost a neter

Only gradually did Jai ne becone aware of other !.!.! vessels and nachines drifting past the sheer-
cliff sides of the grounded transport like fish skinmng the side of a reef. Several, he saw now,

were also settling to the tarmac, transports of nore ordinary scal e that began unl oadi ng nachi nes
of various designs.

"I hope to hell Hector is picking this up," Jaine said softly. Not that he had any idea as to how
the Bolo was going to deal with this invasion

"He is," Alita told him She was still pressing the nagviewer to her eyes, scanning the huge shape
with slow, even sweeps. "I've got ny viewer keyed to transmit everything, and he's acknow edged
pi ckup of the feed."

"Hector?" Jainme said, touching his earpiece. "Wiat do you nake of this thing?"

"Interesting,"” the Bolo's voice replied. "Discounting the battlers enployed by the !'.!.!, which
are sinmply converted asteroids, | have never seen a transport of this size. | amcurious as to
what it is carrying in its cargo holds.™

Jaine bit back an exclamation of both agreement and despair. He'd been so shocked by the sheer
size of the nonster vessel that he'd not even thought about what the thing mght be carrying.

"Listen, Hector," he said. "Whatever that beast is carrying, it's not going to be good. Can you
cover the withdrawal of our people?"

"Affirmative. | recomend, however, that we nove

WU amH Keith, Jr. onto the offensive as quickly as possible. Qur goal should remain one of
covered evacuation. W nust get as nmany of our people off-planet as possible."

A renpte, watcher's piece of Jaime's nind noted that Hector had said "our people," identifying
hinself nore closely with Jainme and the other humans of the nmilitary escort than he'd heard
bef ore.

"Co on the offensive?" Jainme repeated. Hs voice was shaking, and he fought to bring it back under
control. "You are out of your Al mnd."

"Negative. | further suggest that you and the others with you should get as far away fromthe
10l°! transport as you can. Things are liable to get rather hot in that area quite soon."

"Copy that. We're noving." He | ooked at the others. "Hane on. W're going to do sone traveling!"
"L-look at that thing!" Lancer Dobbs called fromthe backseat. "It's opening up!"

Everyone in the air car sat death still, staring at the inmmense !.!.! construct. It was opening
up, but not in the sense of a hatch or cargo bay door opening. Instead, the entire forward two-
thirds of the craft appeared to be unfolding as though it were sonme titanic child' s puzzle with

hi nged sides, flanges, and sections. Mst prom nent, a taU, angular tower, |like the fin of sone
enor nobus sea beast, was rising slowy into a vertical position froma recess in the thing's back
Turrets, sone as large as an entire Mark XXXl 1l Bol o, enmerged from cavernous bays. Wth a sound

Uke thunder, and the clangi ng detonati ons of huge nagnetic | ocks swinging free, the forward hal f
of the transport rose slowy, separating itself fromthe stationary rear section, which remined
mred in the shattered pavenent of the landing field. On shrieking contra-gravs, then, the front
part of the vehicle drifted slowy forward; the craft, it seened, was | ess a genuine transport
than a col ossal war nachine with a space

299 drive tenporarily attached for transport purposes. Levitated several neters above the ground
by contra-gravity generators, the vehicle nonethel ess created an awesome ground pressure that
continued to crack and splinter the landing field pavenent as it slowy advanced, sending up
billow ng clouds of dust to either side.
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"Not deus ex machi na" Jaine said quietly, breaking the stunned, al nbst reverent silence in the
car. "Mre |like deus est machina...."

"What did you say?" Alita asked.

"Never mnd. The so-called benefits of a classical education." He shook his head in amazenent.
"And here, all along, |I've been thinking the clackers were sonmehow... | don't know, poor. Resource
starved. Like they had to scavenge every bit of wire, every piece of alloy. But if they can build
like that, they can do anything, anything at all...."

"How wel | do you think that thing manages hills?" Alita asked.

"I't probably can't clinb very well," Jaine ventured.

"So what ?" Shari replied. "It can just flatten the goddamed nountain and go right over it. Lets
get the hell out of here, General!"

"I"'mwith you!" He turned the stick, depressing the accelerator button as the car swung left.
Seconds later, they were hurtling down the far side of the ridge as quickly as the little
vehicle's grav thrusters could carry it.

And there are two nore of those nmonsters out there? Jaine thought wildly. He had no doubt that the
other two targets Hector had detected were simlar !°!°!l machines, deliberately |landed to surround
the Bol o and the renegade hunans, trapping themimobile in the center

Li ke many ot her humans who'd worked with them Jaime G aham had cone to think of Bolos as
i ndestructible, invincible. He knew better now. These nobile fortresses of the !.!.! were
mount ai ns sonehow transformed into killing nmachines.

And he didn't see how anything, even a Bolo, could possibly stand agai nst them

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

After scanning all available information on /././ units and assets, | have conme to the concl usion
that the Eneny vehicles now noving against me are of the general type known as Type 71, Series
40s, with an overlaid set of /././ phonenes that mnight best be transliterated as "nmobile bastion.”
They are extrenely slow, capable of a maxi num speed on force inpellers of no nore than a few tens
of kiloneters per hour. They possess firepower, however, proportionate to their size and evident
power - generating capabilities, probably on the order of some tens of negatons per second.

My principle advantage in a contest with these war machines is ny naneuverability, an advantage
somewhat restricted by nmy need to protect the human refugees. Even with futt maneuverability and
t he advant age of being able to choose ny own ground and conbat timng, | would be hard-pressed to
def eat even one of these nmachines. To defeat three simultaneously is out of the question

Three defeated in sequence is a possibility, however, albeit a slimone |I spend. 016 second
reviewing my historical data, in particular the Valley Canpai gn of

General Thomas Jackson—the imortal "Stonewall"—during the American Civil War. During the spring
of 1862, Jackson's small and badly outnunbered unit of approximately 3,000 effectives, the
"Stonewal | Brigade," was threatened by no fewer than three Eneny arm es, under Generals Shields,
Banks, and Frenont, as well as supporting elenents of other forces. During a six-week period,
Jackson's troops nmarched four hundred niles, engaged in five major battles, and fought al nost

dai ly skirmishes, defeating and denoralizing each arnmy sent against them always naneuvering in
such a way as to prevent the Eneny forces fromuniting.

I reflect, too, on the three-year canpai gn of Spartacus, when an armnmy of forner slaves defeated
each arny in turn that the Ronan Republic sent against them The true naster of this type of
canpai gn, however, was the inconparabl e Napol eon, who routinely outmarched his opponents and
defeated themin detail —sonetinmes fighting two battles on the sane day—tine after tine, at
Marengo, at Austerlitz, at Vim at Jena-Auerstadt, and nost notably in the ultimtely disastrous
but undeniably brilliant canpaign of 1814, before the gates of Paris.
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The examnpl e of Napol eon contains a cautionary exanple as weU, however. During the Leipzig Canpai gn
of | 813, Napol eon attenpted to out maneuver and defeat in detail several advancing allied arm es.
By nai ntai ning constant pressure, however, three separate and powerful allied arm es converged on
Napol eon at Leipzig fromdifferent directions and crushed him The situation I find nyself in now
i s perhaps nost rem niscent of that canpaign, as three powerful units maneuver toward my position
fromdifferent directions.

To have any chance of defeating the Eneny in detail, |I must nove swiftly and with decisiveness.
The nobil e bastion just deployed at Stardown, is the closest and, therefore, ny first target.

Launchi ngfour VLS RP-12 battlefield recon drones, | accelerate to 105 kps and begin racing to the
east .

DAV728 was no | onger physically ensconced within the Del amar base. He'd told the Ninth Awareness
that he intended to personally see to the capture or destruction of the Bolo and the escaped
humans, and he neant that literally. Wien the three nobile bastions, each attached to its
transport nodule, arrived in-system he'd boarded a shuttle and transferred hinself to one of the
series 40 bastions, hooking hinself in-parallel with the two resident !"!.! brains.

Techni cally, he now was a seventh-|evel intelligence, though the series 40 brains were limted in
scope to the nmechani cs necessary for navigating space and nmaneuvering on the ground. The bastion's
sensor array was a powerful one, however, ideally suited to | ong-range and extended conbat, and

of fering conplete flexibility in how he interfaced with other conbat and reconnai ssance units. He
could comunicate easily with the other bastions, with units in space, and with recon satellites
inloworbit.

As the transport nodul e settled to the ground and automated systens began separating the bastion
fromits carrier, he brought his fifth brain, the human brain, forward in consciousness. He'd
relied on the information stored in Jeff Fower's brain to give himgeneral insights into human
nature, as well as for specific details about the Bolo and how it was programed. Now, though, he
want ed the human brain fully on-line, ready to provide mllisecond-by-nillisecond conmentary on
what the Bol o was doi ng, why, and how best to defeat it.

As he opened the necessary connections, he felt the organic brain's confusion and di ssociation as
it regai ned consciousness, followed an instant |ater by an intense enotional reaction that was
probably discontentrment at its current condition. No matter. That lunp of highly organized jelly
was an excellent storage unit for raw data, but could no | onger exercise a will or decision-naking
power of its own. It was now, in fact, one part of his own brain, a very small part, a neans of
gaining insight into the eneny's tactics and | anguage, nothing nore.

As he franed questions and squeezed, the information he sought floated to the surface, easily
ski med and read. The Bol o, he saw, would attenpt to use its superior speed and maneuverability
agai nst the self-evidently slower and clunsier nobile bastions.

No surprises there. It was the approach DAV hinmsel f woul d have used, had the circunstances been
reversed. And it was a tactic easily countered...

Jaime was vectoring the air car west, toward the March encanpnent, when the norning sky suddenly
turned white, filling fromhorizon to horizon with a piercing, searing radiance. The shockwave
struck nonments later, first as a runble of sound, then as a hot w nd gusting across the plain,
carrying dust and torn bits of vegetation with it. He swerved the vehicle sharply, slipping it
into the lee of an outcropping of house-sized boulders. As he cut the contra-gravs and grounded
the car, they vaulted die sides and scranbled for cover against the conforting solidity of the
rocks.

"What is that?" Lancer Evans called, her hair whipping around her face from beneath her helnmet. "A
nuker

"I't's still going!" Shari replied, shouting to make herself heard. "I don't think so!"

Jai me shook his head. "Hell bore barrage!" he shouted. "Cover your ears!"
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And t hen speech becane inpossible as the thunder erupted anew and | ouder. The seven of them3Jaine
and Alita and the five Brotherhood scout s—huddl ed

BOLD RI SI NG

305 together, hands pressed over their ears, nmouths open to relieve the pressures that were fast
becom ng intol erable.

My initial barrage |lasts 22.2 seconds and consists of a steady ripple fire fromny 20cm HeHbor es,
stiffened every 3.7 seconds by a shot fromone or the other of ny 200cm nmain batteries. At a range
now of 19.5 kil oneters, Target Alpha is just visible on the horizon and vul nerable to |ine-of-
sight fire. It answers ny barrage with |lasers and heavy particle beans, nothing | cannot counter
or shrug off with relative ease. The /././ do not appear to possess a weapon conparable to ny
Hel | bores, fortunately. But what the Eneny bastion lacks in quality, it nore than makes up for
with quantity. Its return fire is steady, heavy, and highly accurate.

| surmse that Alpha's primary nmssion will be to pin nme in place while Bravo and Charlie nove in
closer fromny rear. | could break off entirely now and have a fair chance of escaping all three
Eneny conbat units, but that would nmean sacrificing the refugees, whose encanpnment is | ocated

i nside the Eneny's contracting triangle.

| cannot afford to play the Eneny's game, on his terns and by his rules. | will choose ny own
ground.

As ny initial Hellbore barrage ends, | slew left, triggering a barrage from ny four 240cm
howi t zers. As expected, the Eneny targets all of the projectiles before they strike, vaporizing
themwi th flickering |lances of laser and particle beamfire, but the distraction gioes ne the tinme
I need—approxi mately 10.2 seconds—to accelerate to 125 kph and slip into the mouth of a broad,
shall ow gully. According to data downlinked fromnmny drones, that gully | eads to the northeast for
14 kilonmeters, then swings sharply east, opening into a dunes region near the shore.

| deliver a parting barrage fromny 40cmBL nortars. Though linmted to a range of 9.75 kil oneters,
they will lay down a dense bl anket of snoke and anti-laser aerosols as | race into the gully. This
route will give ne partial cover as | flank Target Al pha and wittal so open the range between
mysel f and the human encanpnent to the south. It should bring ne out sone fifteen kiloneters
northwest of the city and quite close to the shoreline.

"My God," Shari said, rubbing her ears. "I thought that was Arnmageddon!"

"I's it over?" Lancer Dobbs asked.

"No way," Alita replied. She was standing up, |eaning against the | argest of the boul ders as she
peered around the side, trying to see what was happening. "Can't see much from here, but | think
that was just an initial exchange of |ove taps.”

"Love taps!" Lancer Galbreith exclainmed. "I thought for a mnute, there, they were using pl anet-
busters!™

"They seemto be pulling off toward the north," Jaine observed. He stood up next to Alita and
studied the terrain beyond the outcropping. The entire plain was weathed in a heavy, |owlying
m st, and the ridge they'd just crossed blocked his viewto the east. He could hear the !°!°!
basti on, however, a steady, rippling cacophony of cracks and pops as its centra-gravity fields
slowy craw ed along a resisting, loudly protesting ground surface. For a nonent, he considered
calling Hector over the commlink but decided against it. He could add nothing to the Solo's
ability to nmanage this battle and m ght even distract it.

He was still badly shaken by the awesone magnitude of the !.!.! threat. The sheer power of that
city-sized nmachine floater—ten tines the size, easily, of Hector in every dinmensi on—there was no
way that even a Mark XXXI1l Bolo could survive a one-to-one confrontation with that.

But he was beginning to wonder if this nmight not provide a fresh opportunity for the humans now
trapped in the shadows of the battling giants.
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"Alita? Did you have your nagvi ewer's recorder on when you uplinked to Hector?"
"Of course."
"Can | see it?"

She handed himthe viewer. He keyed in the replay, then held the optics to his eyes. On the snal
screen inside, he saw again the ponderous novenent of the !.!°! bastion as it ground its way
across fragnmenting pavenent.

As Alita had panned the viewer across the whol e expanse of the spaceport, however, she had briefly
captured a portion of die spaceport's maintenance and service facilities, a line of |ow buildings
al ong the north and east sides of the field, beyond the grounded bastion transport. Cranes and
derricks rose above cluttered-1ooki ng warehouses and | oadi ng ranps; the faces of the structures
overl ooking the field were scalloped into nai ntenance bays, sone with ships still parked inside.

Jai nes heart qui ckened as he touched the freeze frame control, then selected a portion of the

i mge for an expanded view. One of the bays was occupied by a particularly |arge vessel, a dark
gray ovoid that woul d have been dwarfed by the huge bastion transport but nust still have been at
| east three hundred neters |ong.

He touched a button to enhance the inage; the picture dissolved in a cloud of pixels, then
refornmed, sharper than before. "If | didn't know better,” Jaine said, "I'd swear that was a
cl ucker ship."

"What ?" Alita asked. "Were?"

He passed her the viewer and she studied it for a nonent. "You're right," she said. "Sonme vessels
like this cane in with the big nonster. Here, |ook." She rewound the recording, checked it, then

handed it back As Jaine studied the picture, once again the slowflying nmountain drifted in over

the city, acconpani ed by schooling escorts. Several of those snaller vessels, he saw now, were al
but identical to the one parked in the nmintenance bay.

"So what the hell is a clucker transport doing parked in a spaceport bay?"

"I't m ght have sonmething to do with the damed Tolun," Shari suggested. "Part of the deal they cut
with the nmachi nes, y'know?"

"Coul d be."

"I'"d be interested in knowi ng what the deal is," Alita said. "Did the Tolun sell something to the
clackers? Or did the clackers bring sonmething for the Tol un?

"You know," Jaine told the others, his voice thoughtful, "I don't know what it was intended for
but that transport is big enough for the whole March. It's even big enough for Hector, if the rest
of us don't mnd being really friendly."

Alita's eyes widened. "A way off-world! For all of us!"
"On a clacker transport?" Shari asked. "Can we even fly one of those things?"

"At the nmonent," Jaine told her, "I don't see any other options. Hector might know a trick or two
about dealing with clacker conputers and nav profiles. If we could bull our way on board, loll off
the machines, and find the control center..."

"Shoul dn't be too hard," Alita said. "Especially if we get Hector to anal yze the control systens
and software.”

"I't's dammed well worth a try," Shari said. "W'll need to bring in the rest of the Brotherhood,
t hough. There nust be machi nes on board. W can't pull something Iike that, just the seven of us.”

"I'd say the tine to try it is now," Jaine said, "while

309 the big boys are busy. How fast can you have Wal and the rest of his boys and girls out here?"
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Shari grinned at him "Just watch our snoke, General!" She touched her hel nets earpi ece and began
speaking rapidly and quietly into her threadm ke

To the north, the sound of dueling titans grew | ouder once nore.

/ enmerge fromthe gutty 13.6 mnutes after entering the other end. The land formis al nost
certainly a dry riverbed, for it opens up onto a broad stretch of sand dunes al ong the coastli ne,
| ess than twenty kil oneters northwest of Stardown. My opponent, neanwhile, has swung north in an
attenpt to cut ne off, but | have managed to outdistance him M drones continue to track his
northward novenent as | nove southeast along the coastline. For several mnutes, we exchange
indirect fire, my conventional VLS rockets against his robot missiles.

I have his full attention now, however, as | race toward the city. Snaller !.!°! vehicles and
weapons swar m about ne, including several fair-sized wal kers, crawmers, and flyers, but they are
unabl e to penetrate nmy upgraded battle screens to any serious degree and | dispatch themall with
bursts fromny infinite repeaters, nortars, or point defense weapons. As | pick up Target Al pha on
direct line-of-sight once nore, | open up with a barrage of 20cm Hettbore slivers, spraying them
across that tall, angular tower which | suspect houses his primary sensor arrays. The

el ectronmagneti c pul se acconpanyi ng each HeUbore shot fries the electronics of many of ny smaller
tornmentors, sweeping themfromthe sky. Larger machines with hardened circuitry succunb to
repeated bl asts of high-velocity flechettes and point defense |asers.

A dozen | aser and particle beans slash across the dunes, clawing at ny battle screens.
Accel erating hard,

I am soon all but flying down the beach, ny fast-turning tracks hurling an enornmous roostertail of
sand in my wake. Airborne sand, it seenms, is an excellent anti-beam defense; the air around ne
burns and crackles as flying sand is fused into a pattering rain of tiny glass spheres.

| return fire with my forward weapons, blanketing the target in fire.
What is the target doing?

DAV728 concentrated on thai one thought, squeezing the captive human brain with repeated,

i ncreasing denmands for information. He was feeding it with a large array of sensory input now,
both direct visual and graphical overlay feeds froma !.!.! reconnai ssance spacecraft in | ow
orbit. What is the target planning? DAV had expected the Bolo either to flee the area, |eaving the
human rerugees as easy targets, or to attack the nearest bastion head-on in an attenpt to disable
one before the other two could draw close. At first, it had appeared that the Bol o was doi ng
exactly that, launching an all-out assault on KEMP33-3938, the series 40 that had grounded at the
ol d human spaceport. After only a few billion nanoseconds, however, die Bolo had veered off,
monentarily hiding itself in a cloud of light- and | R-obscuring snoke. It had reenerged shortly
after, noving swiftly along the coast in the direction of the human city. What is the Bolo trying
to do? The human brain seened as confused as DAV was at the nonment. Although various possibilities
were evident—t was trying to flee, it was trying to take cover ampng the buildings of the
city—the Bolo's tactics were as opaque to its former commander as they were to DAV. No matter

Soon, DAV woul d have cl osed the range

311 to the Bolo, and the human machi ne would swiftly be pounded into scrap. The human brain had
al so quite inadvertently identified two general areas of weakness on the Bol o—+ts six sets of
broad, fast-spinning, multiple tracks, and the two undanmaged Hel |l bore turrets on its top deck
Smash the tracks, and the Bolo woul d be i nmobilized; DAV had al ready thought of that one, and the
human s unwi | Iing thoughts nmerely corroborated his idea.

The turrets, though, which nounted the weapons used by the Bolo when it fended of f the neteor
barrage and destroyed JEGB51, were sonething DAV had not thought about. Though heavily arnored,
their size, shape, and purpose necessitated thinner arnor there, especially on the top, than

el sewhere, and the Hellbore barrels thenmsel ves, though consisting of an extraordinarily tough
neut ron dense-packed casi ng sheat hed by boron-carbi de and woven carbon-cerani c singl e-chain
thread, were not otherw se specifically arnored. Smash the turrets or nelt the gun barrels, and
the Bolo's primary weapons—ts two renai ni ng 200cm Hel | bores—woul d be usel ess. The fact that one
turret had al ready been di sabl ed when the Bolo had flipped over as a result of a near-miss by an
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asteroid proved that it could be done, and with rel ative ease.
DAV began issuing the necessary orders.

For the first tine in a very long tine, Jeff Fow er could see. It was a strange kind of vision
Hs first clue that he was not seeing things with his own eyes canme fromthe inhuman clarity of
what he was seeing. Human vision is sharply focused at the center, less distinct toward the
peri phery—a sinpl e neans of reducing the conplexity of the inconming visual data that the hunan
brai n nmust process.

What he was seeing now, however, was perfectly clear across his entire cone of vision. As he
studied it, he became aware that there were other differences as well, with the colors distorted
by a sharp shift toward the infrared, and the shapes he was seeing subtly enhanced, the edges
sharpened until his view seened less that of reality and nore |ike a conputer construct, an
artificial, graphical presentation of the real world. That was when he realized that he was
experiencing a direct sensory feed fromsone kind of conputer; it took him several agonized
monents to deci de that, sonmehow, he'd been wired into some kind of alien conputer, that it was
using himto acquire informati on about Bolo capabilities, tactics, and weaknesses.

What is the nelting point tenperature of the main battery gun barrels?

Only the fact that he'd already suspected as nuch saved himfromthe black, yawning pit of
complete insanity. Those periods of waki ng and hazy seni-consciousness—di e nenory of them
stretched back and back and back to his last clear recollection, as the inconing asteroid struck a
searing, dazzling spark across the skies above Chryse Base. The invaders nust have captured him
been interrogati ng hi m about the Bolo and what it could do. They were using himnow to fight the
Bolo. Damm it, Hector! The thought was a silent cry of anguish. | can't stop themfrom using ne
agai nst you! Either the sensors providing himwth his primary visual feed were | ocated in sone
sort of very large conbat nachine, feeding himwi th imging input at a renpte |ocation, or he was
physically present in that machine. He couldn't tell. He couldn't feel his body at all-his sense
of touch, of cold or hot, of pain all were disconcertingly absent. Even his Idnesthetic sense, his
awar eness of bodily attitude and relative |linb position, was m ssing, suppressed, he supposed, by
drugs or other neans.

What is the Bol o doi ng now?

Hel I, how should I know? was his inmrediate reply, though he wasn't certain how literally or

compl etely his thoughts were being translated for his unseen captors. He had the inpression that
he was inside sone sort of extrenely large and powerful fortress, a nobile fortress slowy noving
across a barren and rocky plain. He couldn't see Hector directly; w ndows inset against his field
of view, however, showed views from other sources, several apparently taken fromdifferent

ai rborne vantage points, and one which seened to be from another |arge conbat nachine.

One of the aerial shots was clearest. The Bol o was racing along a beach parallel to the shore,
flinging huge clouds of wet sand into the sky and gouging track prints deep into the beach
Abruptly, the Bolo slewed to the left, plunging into the surf, slowing only nmarginally as it
churned its way into deeper and deeper water, its passage sending up a fountain of white spray
even nore spectacular than the plunes of sand on the beach. In another few nonents, it was gone,
vani shed beneath the water.

What is the Bol o doi ng?

Jeff struggl ed agiinst unseen, unfelt bonds, desperately fighting the thoughts that rose unbi dden
in his mnd. Don't think about pink Centaurian groUexes, ran the old one-line gag. This was |ike
that; as his questioner probed, his thoughts betrayed him betrayed his will and his grim

determi nation to resist.

It looks like Hector's truing to circle around behind the eneny, he thought, and he knew that the

interrogator had heard him O... maybe he's just trying to get away. He doubted that |ast, but he
t hought di e di ought nonethel ess, hoping to create doubt in the eneny's mnd. Had diat thought as
wel |, the diought that he nmight confuse his questioners, also been read?

Damm! How coul d he fight back?
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The images in his mnd showed enpty water now. Somewhere out there, Hector was noving al ong the
seabed, using the water for cover. Jeff decided that it was a very good thing i ndeed that he
really didn't know what the Bol o was pl anni ng, because there was no way to hold even his
specul ati ons beyond the grasp of his captors.

I think he nust be trying to get away, he thought suddenly, decisively. He's taken cover
underwater and is noving off now, out of sight.

Except... Hector would never do that, Jeff knew, and there wasn't a way in hell to keep that
know edge to hinsel f.

Di stantly, he could sense other thoughts flashing through his own mnd and, sonmehow, through the
neural hook-up he was now a part of, he could sense themnearby as well. O ders were being given
to someone or sonething called KEMP33-3938, ordering it to change course, and to target Hector's
mai n guns when he reenerged.

And all Jeff could do was watch and listen, helpless.

Nearly half an hour had passed, now, since the |anding of the nobile bastion. Jaine had issued
strings of orders to Wl Prescott, back at the human encanpnent. The refugees were novi ng now,
headi ng across the barren plains as quickly as they could, an undi sciplined nob urged forward by
Br ot her hood troops who harried themalong |ike shelties herding a flock

Fifty Brotherhood troops, neanwhile, had piled into hovertrucks and other fast vehicles with the
col um and were raci ng east toward the spaceport. Once the firelight between the Bolo and the
bastion had ended, Jaime and the others had returned to the ridge southwest of the spaceport and
were studying the situation now through the magvi ewers.

Beyond the cluttered spaceport field, the towers of

Stardown proper rose like ivory colums. Stardown had begun as a village tucked in next to the
spaceport, between the port facility and the sea. After two centuries of vigorous growh, however,
the village had becone a town, then a sprawling port city, spreading out to enbrace the spaceport
to the west and south, and the seacoast to the northeast and east.

Too many nachi nes down there on the field for us to just wander across,"” Jainme said, studying the
target freighter where it rested in its bay on the far side of the field, and the field itself,
cluttered now by grounded !.!.! spacecraft. "Not quite sure how we could pull a sneak and get down
t here unobserved. "

"I don't know," Shari said, |ooking through her viewer. "Are sonme of them | eavi ng?"

"Looks like." Floaters, sonme hundreds of them had been drifting about nore or | ess aimessly
above the tarmac, but nore and nore appeared to be noving away fromthe grounded shi ps, heading
nort h.

"Can | see your viewer?" Alita asked him

He handed his set to her. "If we could reach the mai ntenance area w thout being seen," he nused,

"we mght have half a chance."”

"Well, we just m ght have that chance,
happening in the city."

Alita said, peering through the nmagvi ewer. " Sonet hings

"Wher e?"

There." She pointed as she handed the set back to him "North of the port field. On the
waterfront, | think."

He turned the magviewer in the indicated direction and touched the zoomcontrols, focusing in on
what | ooked |Iike an explosion of some sort. Fromhis current vantage point, he could just make out
the docks of a pleasure boat marina. A vast, dark swelling of the water was racing toward the

pi ers.
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"I think—= Jaime said, but he got no further. Piers splintered as the inconi ng wave broke, then
expl oded in a cascade of spray. Seconds later, the upper works of the Bol o heaved into view,
stream ng water and shattered bits of pier and smashed pl easure boats.

A silent flash marked the inpact of an inconing round against the Bolo's thick hide. Jaine turned
sharply left, searching for the shooter. There it was. He could see the !.!.! bastion now,
crawming slowy across the horizon fromthe west, its silhouette twinkling with the rapid-fire

di scharges of uncounted weapons.

The sound of the barrage reached them nonments later, a far-off thunder rapidly gaining in both
vol ume and power.

And in the city, the Bolo energed from cascading spray as the first eneny rounds struck hone...

CHAPTER TVENTY

Until now, ny exchanges of fire with Target Al pha have resulted in mniml danage to both of us.
We have been primarily engaged in testing one another's defenses, probingfor weakness, catal oguing
capabilities and strengths.

My detour into the sea has not confused nmy Eneny—not that | am especially surprised. There was a
possibility, a snall one, that nmy maneuver woul d catch Target Al pha off guard and aUow ne a cl ear
shot from an unexpected angle of attack. This, clearly, has not happened.

Still, there was another rationale behind nmy flanking maneuver, and there was.jrankjy, no way that
the Eneny could easily counter it, even if he anticipated its purpose. By turning out to sea,
raci ng sout heast across the seabed at a depth of approximately fifty meters, then turning back in
toward the coast so as to energe fromthe water in the heart of the city, | have provided nyself
with one of the nost vital and basic ofaU tactical assets.

Cover. ...

Jai me wat ched through the magvi ewer, fascinated, as the Bolo enmerged fromthe waterfront, smashing
its way into the heart of Stardown's warehouse district. The streets were relatively narrow there,
narrower by far than the Bolo's thirty-eight-nmeter track width, and reinforced ferrocrete walls
and facades of glass and plasteel literally exploded in great crunbling aval anches of debris as
the conbat machi ne pl owed t hrough the structures. The bastion was firing rapidly now, with every
weapon mounted on its huge and conplex form and beans and missiles were slanming into Hector or
expl odi ng anong the towering buildings, with the pulsing regularity of a rapidly beating heart.

Fal i ng masonry and dust had al nost conpletely obscured Hector now, but the Bolo was still firing,
its Hell bore bolts exploding fromthe cloud as savage, glaring gouts of light; tracking and
targeting lasers, normally invisible, showed in the whirling dust as dazzling threads of red or
green |ight.

Hector swept forward; a white office conplex tower exploded near the base as the bastion's
particle beans |anced into the structure instead of into the Bolo. The | ower ranks of floors
vani shed in the flash and the gouting snoke and rubble; the upper floors dropped, settling onto
the ruin of the lower, then continuing to collapse in a slow notion cascade of crunbling
architecture. Mst of the building fell across the Bolo, snothering it in a rolling, thundering
aval anche of rubble

"Dam, " Jaine said. "If he gets buried under all of that..."
"New Devon," Shan said, softly, nearby.
"What ?"

"New Devon," Shari repeated, |ouder. She glanced at him then | ooked back at the distant battle
Even wi thout a nmagviewer, the rising, swirling snoke and dust, the steady flash and flicker of
beans and Hel | bore bolts conbined to make a spectacul ar display. "Once, back when we were just
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getting free of the canp,

Hector told ne a story about another Bolo. A Mark XXVIII, | think he said. | was worried about him
getting stuck in the mud in Celeste Harbor. He told nme about a deactivated and radi oactive Mark
XXVII'l that was buried two hundred neters underground, inside a three-neter shell of reinforced

arnmorcrete. Something woke it up, years later, and it nmanaged to tunnel back to the surface.”

"Sounds |i ke one of those horror stories people tell one another to rem nd thensel ves how
dangerous Bolos really are," Alita said.

"Tve heard that tale too," Jaine said. "I think it's true. Yeah, it looks like Hector isn't having
any trouble with a nere office building getting dropped on him"

The aval anche had hardly sl owed the big conbat machi ne. Through the nmagvi ewer, Jai ne watched the

debris pile heave and shudder, then split apart as easily as the noving wall of water had opened

earlier in spray and flintsteel. The Bol o emerged, tracks whirling, buzzsaw ng through ferrocrete
and pavenent stone and flinging it skyward in an obscuring, fog-thick blanket.

The !'"1°1 bastion had drifted slowy closer, crashing its way through the smaller one- and two-
story buildings on the outskirts of the city to the northwest, trying to naneuver for a clear
shot. Mbst of its fire, however, was being intercepted now either by those buildings stil
partially standing in a forest about the fast-noving Bolo, or by the clouds of obscuring dust and
snoke. Flanes licked anong the ruins in the Bolo's wake, as flammble nmaterial caught fire.
Smaller !'.!.! machi nes—fl oaters and various insectlike flyers, darted and weaved anong the
bui |l di ngs, adding their jagged bolts of lightning to the barrage, but w thout apparent effect.
Hector was swatting themout of the sky alnpst as swiftly as they arrived, with flickering | asers
and shotgun bl asts of high-velocity flechettes wecking !°!.! nmachines by the tens, by the
hundreds, |eaving them scattered across the weckage of the city |like broken and discarded toys.

"What's he doing?" Alita asked. She was standing behind a low, partly fallen wall, rising on her
toes to try to get a better view "I can't see! What's happeni ng?"
Jai me handed her the magviewer. "I think," he said, alittle dazed by the sheer violence of the

battle, "that Hector is charging the bastion, head-on."

He tried to i magi ne why Hector woul d attenpt such a thing. Gven the relative sizes of the Bolo
and the bastion, it |looked Iike nothing |ess than suicide....

/| enmerge fromthe built-up, inner area of the city, accelerating as | clear the last of the
toppling buildings and enter a district of smaller, nore fragile structures, few of which reach as
hi gh as ny gun deck. The /</./ bastion | oons ahead, its forward tower so high that weapons nounted
near the top are firing down onto nmy upper works, where nmy arnor is considerably thinner. |
estimate a 79.4% probability that the /«/"/ bastion is attenpting to target ny Hellbore turrets,
so | keep themin constant noti on and nmake generous use of area-defense aerosol fogs and chaff

| aunches.

My battle screens are holding, at 83% deflecting the Eneny's charged particle beans in arcing
bursts of air-to-ground |ightning. Mst solid rounds, both high-speed projectiles and robot -
directed mssiles, are deflected as well, and ny outer |layers of arnor have held up under the
barrage of those explosive and kinetic rounds that do penetrate. Skin sensors detect a sl ow
degradation of ny arnor in the general region, starboard-side high, of the arnor-penetrating
crater used by ny Commander when he first gained access to ny Battle Center, but the |oss so far
is wthin acceptable linmts.

At a range of five kiloneters, now, | acquire a solid

321 target lock with both radar and optical sensors. | adjust ny vector slightly to allow both
primary Hellbore turrets a clear line-of-sight to the target, at an elevation of minus two
degrees, and fire, the flash nomentarily blinding my own optics.

One after the other, | began slamm ng 200cm Hel | bore bolts into ny opponent, targeting a joint in
his arnmor near the ground and dead center beneath the forward tower. The Eneny vehicle is
protected by some type of hull field sinmlar to ny battle screens, but nore powerful. Even a
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Hel | bore bolt, generating six negatons per second offirepower, is dissipated by those screens, and
t he backwash of reflected energy bathes nme and the buildings around me in an intense glare
radiating as furiously as the surface of a fair-sized star.

The external tenperature is soaring, the air shimering wildly in the inferno of dispersed heat. |
press forward, closing the range to four kilometers... to three... and all the while | continue
firing, first one main HeUbore, and then the other, supplenenting the barrage wi th point-bl ank
fire frommnmy howtzerbatteries and nortars. My battle screens protect nme from nuch of the heat, of
course, but each tinme one of ny batteries fires, the screen in that sector autonaticaUy shuts
down, for obvious reasons, and in that period of tine, approximately 10"4 second | ong, ny outer
hul | grows increnentatty hotter

A firestormis raging across this part of the city, as intense as the pyrotechnic destruction

| oosed by an expl odi ng thernonucl ear warhead. This type of conbat, w th weapons of these
destructive potentials, is better suited to the enpty reaches of interplanetary space than a city
boul evard. The energi es bei ng hosed here, within the confines of a city, are catastrophic in their
sheer destructive potential. | note that sone slabs of fallen rubble are beginning to glow a
sullen red in the heat. My battle screens drop to 74% sparking, shrieking electron beans play
across ny faltering screens, bleeding excess charge into the earth in snapping, thundering bolts
of artificial Iightning.

A successi on of savage proton beam shots slaminto nmy screens, overloading themand tenporarily
knocki ng them down. | amable to shunt the overload to a secondary circuit and spill the excess
into a positively charged ground spill, but in the 1.3 x 10" second that ny screens are down,
anot her particle beam strikes my Nunmber One turret just above the gun nmount, nelting through the
arnmor in a crackling pyrotechnic display, piercing the breech nechanism and disabling the gun.

Li ghtning arcs through nmy hull and penetrates ny prinmary renote turret fire control circuits.
Rel ays fuse, a K238-M nolycirc controller assenbly burns out, and ny Nunber Two Turret is down as
wel | .

I continue to target the Eneny with volleys fromny 20cm Hel | bores, however. Three point seven
seconds |l ater, Target Al pha's screens fail as well, overloaded by the sheer nagnitude of firepower
brought to bear on one relatively snall area. My next Hellbore infinite repeater burst strikes
unprotected nmetal with an estimated yield of 250 kil otons per second; spectroscopic scans of the
expandi ng cl oud of vapor within the next 10. second indicates that the target's outer hull is made
of a boron carbide and ceranic alloy backed by a | ayer of crystalline carbon sheathing designed to
transfer and di sperse heat, but that dispersal is not fast enough to prevent a burn through that
opens a crater forty nmeters deep

Forty neters is a pinprick to a machine a kilonmeter long, but I have reached its interna
structure. Wunded, now, the target begins rotating, attenpting to nove the damaged secti on beyond
nmy reach. | continue firing, tracking the crater, pouring round after relativistic round into what
has now becone a deep

323 and ragged cavern in the face of a cliff of netal; inside, energies rage in a seething inferno
as meter upon neter of unyielding netal alloys is transformed in a literal flash into plasm at
starcore tenperatures.

It occurs to nme that nmy position with the Eneny bastion is eerily simlar to that of ny Conmander
Jai me Graham when he first approached ny position on that hilltop outside of Canp 84. The 1.1.1
machine is well over a kilometer long; its main forward tower is nearly three hundred neters high,
bot h di nensi ons roughly ten tinmes nmy own. My single advantage, now that | amw thin one kil oneter
of the target, is that the Enemy's | argest and nost powerful weapon cannot be depressed far enough
to hit me. | take heavy fire fromthe bastion's equival ent of point defense and anti-infantry
weapons but suffer no serious danage. My screens are down now to 58% Power output is holding
steady. Secondary weapons at full efficiency, though | amnow at a consi derabl e di sadvantage with
all primary weapons down. An explosion tears a thirty-neter gash down ny left flank, further
weakeni ng the battle screens by destroying several key field projectors and creating an obviously
vul nerabl e target region.

Anot her expl osion, the detonating warhead of a 1.1.1 robot missile, smashes ny nunmber three left-
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forward road wheel, sending it flying in a scattering ofduraUoy fragments. My suspension on that
side is damaged, and | note a reduction in efficiency of '12% in ny nobile perfornmance. Two 20cm
infinite repeater turrets on ny |left side have been smashed. Attenpts to bring ny primary fire
control back on-line fail, and nmy Nunber Two Hel |l bore remains silent. A crater nearly five neters
wide is blastedfromny glacis, and portions of ny upper deck plating are ripped away.

No matter. | press ny attack

My opponent is hurt. | can sense the internal fires spreading throughout the vast structure before
me, bl owi ng out sensor panels and chunks of arnor, each the size of a house. His rotation stops
and, a nonent l|later, a shudder passes through the frame of the entire structure as its contra-
gravity fields fail and the entire kiloneter's length of the 1.1.1 vehicle grounds with a thud
that sends a shockwave rippling out through the ground. Swerving to keep centered on the crater, |
close to within 500 neters... then 100 neters, until | amfiring into that gaping, fiery hole at
poi nt - bl ank range.

Shock sensors and deep-thernal inmaging detect the build-up of uncontrolled energies deep within
the shattered hulk. Swiftly, | reverse ny tracks and back off. The final explosion comes seconds
later... an al nost disappointingly tame eruption of orange flanmes and greasy bl ack snmoke froma
dozen vents, gunports, and apertures scattered across the face of the tower and el sewhere across
the machine's perimeter. Slowy, its support structures burned away, the tower teeters fora
monment, then gradually falls backward, dropping into the dorsal slot where it was stored for
transport, striking with the inmpact of a fatting nountain, and conpleting the destruction begun by
i nternal expl osions.

It is several seconds nore before | realize the obvious—that | have enmergedfromthe battle
victorious and rel atively unharned. | have suffered serious danmage, but nothing | cannot
conpensate for.

What remains unknown, however, is whether or not | wiUbe able to simlarly defeat the renaining
two I TI bastions. Both are stitt moving toward my position at approximately thirty kil ometers per
hour, and |I have only my 20cm Hel | bores and auxiliary weapons online ana ready to neet them

At the monent, | see no sure way of stopping or slowing them M attack has purchased sone tinme
for the human refugees, who are now novi ng en nasse toward the spaceport.

But that tinme, | fear, is very quickly running out. | call nmy Comuander to report ny condition

The news hit Jainme |like a hanmer blow. Wth all of Hectors 200cm Hel | bores out of operation, they
were now in serious trouble. He couldn't inagine the Bolo stopping two nore of those nonsters with
his 20cns. "Okay, Hector," he said, speaking over the commlink. "How are you ot herw se?"

"Mobility has been slightly inpaired by damage to ny left forward track," the Bolo's voice
replied, as cal mand as unhurried as ever. "I have also lost two of ny 20cm Hel | bores and ny
battl e screens have been reduced to fifty-one percent of full operational capacity."

"Ckay. Get your netal carcass over to the northeast corner of the spaceport, and we'll neet you
there. 1'll have Alita see if she can patch you up any."

"We may not have the tine to facilitate repairs,” Hector replied. 'The renmining eneny units are
closing steadily. | expect themto be here within one point three hours."

"Let '"emconme. We're going to see about getting off this rockl"

He turned the magvi ewer on the northern horizon, seeking Hector's black form agai nst the bl azing
city skyline. It |ooked as though die entire northern half of the city was ablaze, with nost of
the buil dings either knocked down conpletely or standing as shrunken, ragged, skeletal shadows of
the towers that had stood there a few nonents before. The !.!.! bastion was clearly visible in the
heart of the incinerated sweep of the city's outskirts, crunpled in upon itself, its tower
col l apsed, its arnmor cracked open in a dozen places, showi ng the white-hot inferno within.

Hect or began shoul dering his way past wecked buildings, toppling several towers still standing
before he energed onto the far side of the spaceport field and began making his way toward the
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mai nt enance facility.

"We'd better get over there," Jaine said, lowering the viewer. "What do you think, Alita? Can you
patch himup in the next hour or so, with spare parts we find over there in the starship fixit
shop?"

She snorted. "You seemto have an exaggerated picture of what Bolo crew chiefs can do single-
handed, General."

"You won't be single-handed. And we won't have tine for anything fancy. But Hector told ne his
fire control for his main turrets is down. A K238-Mcontroller assenbly nelted, | think he said.
And sone N-480 fuses."

Alita's brow furrowed in the way it always did when she was deep in thought. "N-480s are comon
enough. He shoul d have plenty of those in his maintenance/logistic stores. As for the nolycirc
controller, I don't know. He m ght have one, or he might not. But any Navy ship that nounts
Hel | bores uses the sanme basic fire control systema Bolo does. It's a Navy gun originally, after
all. W might be able to do it at that. But in an hour? | wouldn't bet ny life onit."

"Sorry, Alita," Jaine said. "That's exactly what you're going to be doing...betting your life. AW
of our lives." He grinned at her. "Don't nmean that to put any pressure on you, of course. But
we're going to need that 200cm worki ng again, or we're never going to clear this planet."

"Yeah, no pressure, huh?"

"Sirl" Lancer Dobbs called out froma few nmeters down the ridge at their backs. "W got friendlies
i ncom ng!"’

Jai me turned and | ooked back toward the southwest. Three plunmes of dust were visible noving
rapidly

327 across the plain—the hovertrucks full of Brotherhood troops on their way in fromthe nain
encanpnent .

"Vector themin, Dobbs," Jainme ordered. "Tell themto cone on up here. No one seens to be paying
any attention to us."

"Affirmative, sir!"

He turned back and began studying the far side of the spaceport field. How could they make it over
there without attracting the wong sort of attention?

Well, come to think of it, Hector seenmed to be attracting nost of the attention at the nonent. The
Bol 0 was | unbering out into the spaceport landing field now, with a swarmof small !.!.! machines
darting and hovering like a cloud of gnats.

Coul d they make it across while the clackers were busy with Hector? There was only one way to find
out.

CHAPTER TVEENTY- ONE

As | swing across the northern portion of the spaceport field, 1 notice three hovertrucks filled
wi th human troops picking their way down the northeastern face of the ridge on the far side of the
tarmac. Most of the |.!.! floaters appear to be concentrating on nme, so | redouble ny efforts to
knock them out, blasting away with every weapon, from anti personnel flechette batteries to 20cm
Hel Il bore infinite repeaters.

On the southern portion of the field, the greatest inmmedi ate danger to the hovertrucks is the
grounded drive nodul e which brought the bastion to the spaceport. Though the bastion abandoned the

modul e, it is nore than possible that a nunber of /././ war machines are still hidden within the
structure, which is very nearly as big and as conplex as the bastion itself. At a range of.87
kilometer, | open up with nmy 20cns, wal king the bolts across the inert spacecraft. Large chunks of

metal are blasted away with each hit, and in nonents, the interior is glowing a murky red and
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orange as internal fires consunme its structure fromthe inside out.

Secondary explosions rupture the hull and set the weck abl aze. The hovertrucks conti nue past
wi t hout

BOLD RI SI NG
329 interruption. The snoke boiling fromthe weckage shoul d give them sone additional cover

"Thanks, Hector," ny Commander calls over our radio |link. "Wat do you have on that big clacker
freighter in the maintenance bay east of your position?

| study the indicated vessel. "It appears inert, though there are indications of |ife-support
machi nery operating inside."

"Life support?" ny Commander asks. "What the hell do the clackers want with |ife support?"

"Unknown/' | reply. "For 1.1.1 to maintain life support within their ship does appear to be
anomal ous behavior."

"I't's probably the Tolun. O else they have some hunans over there, fixing the ship up or |oading
it with whatever it's supposed to be carrying. We're checking it out now Meet us there, when
you're through playing with your friends over there."

| assume he is referring to the attacking /././ floaters. There are only twenty-five left now |
continue firing at them picking another Eneny floater off with each shot. The survivors, at this
poi nt, have no chance of harming ne, and their electron beans and | asers are harmessly deflected
or scattered by my battle screens. Still, though, they press their attack, and in another 3.8
seconds | have burned the |last one out of the air.

"I will nmeet you at the designated rendezvous, nmy Commander," | reply.
I, too, amcurious about the environnental system power |eakages enanating fromthe ship.

The transport would have | ooked tiny in conparison to the enornous bul k of the bastion transport,
out seen here, up close, it was nothing less than titanic, a long, heavy, flattened ellipsoid
bluntly pointed at both ends, the curve of its hull broken here and there by the random pl acenent
of blisters, dones, and sponsons. Three hundred twenty-seven neters long, it massed at | east one
hundred t housand tons—arger than a Conestoga-class Mark VII. The craft rested on hydraulic jacks
and nore than filled the revetnment space of the maintenance bay, the swell of its freeshear turns
nearly scraping the catwal ks and access ways to either side, its stern works extending far out
onto the open tarnac astern. A single cargo bay hatch, well forward, was invitingly open, with a
| oadi ng ranp extended and the interior brightly lit.

The Brotherhood infantry went in first, moving in |lance formation, one five-man | ance covering for
anot her as they | eapfrogged ahead in quick, sharp dashes. Surprisingly, there were no !.!.!

machi nes about, either within the bay or on the tarmac outside—no warriors, no workers, not even
any floater recon units. |If they'd been here, it |ooked |like the battle with Hector had drawn them
all away. The three hovertrucks filled with troops, plus the air car, had slipped across the
tarmac fromthe sout hwest corner without a single challenge.

At the mmintenance bay, they'd fanned out, checking the buildings for any sign of a nmachine trap
or outpost. Four lances had entered the ship itself, searching for crew, for machines, for

anyt hing that mght pose a threat. Once the infantry had reported the area secure, Jainme, Alita,
and WAl Prescott had gone in to the bay to investigate their prize.

"Ain't never seen a design quite like this," Wal said, staring up at the overhang of the bul ky
craft. "CGotta be clucker, don'tcha think?"

"I't's not Tolun,"” Jaine replied. "They build nore graceful designs than this."

"And nmore colorful,” Alita put in. "You know, if the

331 nachines wanted to stay hidden on that thing, we'd never find them Renenber the clackers
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hi dden i nsi de Hector?"

"Yeah," Jainme said. "W'd have to take the whole thing apart down to nuts and bolts to be sure it
was clean." Twenty people couldn't possibly search a ship—and an alien ship at that—n half an
hour and be sure they'd found everything.

Shan and four Brotherhood | ancers appeared at the top of the ranp. "Ckay, General," Shan's voice
said over Jainme's commlink. "W can't get at all of the spaces in this tub, but the bridge and
mai n cargo areas | ook clear."

"We're coming in," Jaine replied. "Cone on," he told the others. "W don't have much tine."

At the top of the ranp, Jainme clapped Shari on the arm "Quick work."

"Dam it, sir, anything could still be hidden in this thing! It's a naze in there!"
One of the troopers standing beside her hefted a small, crudely hand-w red box nobunted on a pistol
grip. "Renenber, sir, these things'll only pick up a machine's fields if it's turned on, and then

only at pretty close range."

"1 know, son," Jainme replied. "But it's all we have to go on, isn't it?"

Alita and her engineering crew had cobbl ed toget her the devices fromparts scavenged from Chryse,
with some technical advice fromHector. Oiginally called "clucker-clickers," a name swiftly
shortened to "clickers," they gave off a rapid clatter when they picked up the powerful

el ectronagnetic or centra-gravity emanations of a nearby 1.!.! nmachine. O course, they al so
reacted to hovercraft and portable fusion power plants as well, but that was only to be expected.
They were a dammed | ot better than nothing.

"Just be careful in there, sir," Shari said. "I don't like this."

Jainme drew his Mark XIV power gun fromits holster and adjusted the setting to needl e beam "I
always am" Turning, he led the way into the ship's cavernous interior

The deeper into the ship they went, however, the nore Jaime was convinced that this was not a
I.1°l vessel, not originally. It couldn't be. Everything they'd | earned so far about !.!°!
technol ogy suggested that the clackers built specialized machines for specialized jobs. A
starship's "pilot" would be literally plugged into the ship's conputer, in effect becom ng the
ship. It didn't need a bridge... or living quarters, corridors, ness galleys, and banks of life-
support machi nery.

Thi s vessel had once housed a living, breathing crewbeings of roughly the sanme size and shape as
humans, to judge fromthe tall, oval hatchways and the dinensions of the corridors and | adders
they encountered. H's suspicion becane stronger when he spotted a sign nounted on a hatch. It was
witten in sonme alien script, with flowing, |arge-looped cursive letters spelling out an

i nconpr ehensi bl e scribble that | ooked vaguely |ike the word "ggolloll opp."

According to Hector, the !'"!.! comunicated through pul sed radio em ssions with multiple, nested
| ayers of neaning, and had no need of a witten |anguage. "I'm wondering," Jainme said as they
filed past the ggollollopp door, "if the cluckers night be in the habit of adapting technol ogy
they capture from ot her species."

"You think this nmight be a Grakaan ship?" Wl asked.

"Don't know. Maybe Grakaan. Or nore likely sone race we never net, that the clackers fought and
beat a long, long tinme ago. This ship feels old." There was

333 no dust on the decks, no cobwebs in the passageways, but there was rust and corrosion on npst
of the interior surfaces, and the cold, black-and-gray netal bul kheads seenmed to radiate the aura
of extrene age. Jaine wondered if the vessel would even hold together |ong enough for it to reach
t he Grakaan Cooperati ve.

Still, risking our necks in this bucket is better than staying here, Jainme thought. They clattered
up a remarkably human-scal ed | adder, passed through anomer |ong corridor, and ended up at a door
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prom nently marked with a cursive "ggol Il oppgggU. "

"This is the bridge in through here," Shari said, stepping through the doorway. "At least, that's
what we think it is."”

It seened a likely guess. It was a small roomwith a steel-grill deck and a | ow overhead. Chairs,
agai n designed for nore-or-less human frames and articul ati ons, were grouped around a centra
console, with large viewscreens overhead and control panels with recogni zable |evers, pressure

pl ates, and touch panels. Jaine., Wal, Alita, and Shari noved through the cranped space, exam ning
everything. A sweep with one of the clickers indicated no nearby machi nes, but Jainme could not
suppress the growing feeling that sonething here was not quite right

The controls were marked with alien cursive scrawms, simlar to the words they'd already seen..

but someone had al so taken the trouble to | abel many of the controls with small, sticky-backed
strips, each neatly blocked in with Anglic lettering. "Shari!" he said. "D d your people notice
t hi s?"

She | ooked at the |abels, her eyes widening. "No, sir! W just cane in, scanned the place, and
left. I... | didn't see those!"

"S okay. But it seens a little strange, don't you think?"
"So who put Anglic |labels on the controls?" Alita asked
Cautiously, Jainme pressed a key marked "Main

Computer Display,” and one of the viewscreens went active, casting an eerie green-yellow glow in
the otherwise dimy lit bridge. The checklist it showed was al so displayed in Anglic.

"Way," he said, "do | get the feeling that this is a trap?"

"Maybe because it is," a new voice said. Wth a sharp hiss, and jets of escaping steam portions
of the convol uted bridge bul khead broke open and fol ded back |i ke gaping black jaws, and the nen
conceal ed inside stepped out, power pistols held at the ready.

Togue! " WAl snapped. "You filthy turner skekker...!"

"Ah, ah," Pogue said, grinning, gesturing with his pistol. "There are | adies present, you know. "
He gave a quick jerk of his head, and the nmen who'd been hidden with himnoved forward, pulling
weapons fromthe prisoners' hands. Dewar Sykes grabbed Shari from behind with one arm |eering as
he rubbed the barrel of his pistol against her cheek. "Good t' see ya again, babe."

"Yeah," another said, grabbing Alita. Jaine recognized that one too. Wat was his nane? Phil bet,
that was it. He took a step forward and felt the cold, hard nuzzle of a weapon press against his
skin, just below his left ear. "Don't," the turner at his back said, "even think it"

Jaime glanced fromface to face, thoughts racing. There were six turners, counting Pogue, crowded
in around and behind the four of them Pogue touched a control, and the bridge doorway hissed
shut, then | ocked.

"That will keep us frombeing disturbed for a while," Pogue said with a smle. In the distance,
Jai me coul d hear shouts, pounding feet on catwal ks, and the sounds of fighting. "All of you. Drop
your weapons. Now. And your hel nets and earpi eces. Take themoff... very

335 slowy. | don't want you talking to your friends outside O the Bolo. Yet...."

They did as they were told, pronpted by nudges and gestures fromthe renegades' pistols.

'That worked rather well, | think," Pogue said. "I figured you four would cone up here, though I
have nen scattered throughout the ship. The rest of your people won't be able to help you." He
touched another”™ control. That will seal the ship's outer hatch. It's ii us and you now. "

"So, Pogue," Jaine said, trying to keep his tone light "What is it the nmachines give you that
makes you betrayl your own peopl e?" ;
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"Betray? Not at all, Jainme. |'mhere to save our people, not betray them Trust nme. You'll thank
me soneday. "

"l doubt that," Alita said.

"“I'mnot the villain you think | am |'ve becone... call it a go-between. A |liaison between hunmans
and the machines."

@unfire sounded again outside, quite close, just beyond the bridge door. Sonething clanged agai nst
nmet al .

"I've learned a lot fromthe !.!.!," Pogue continued, clucking off the machi nes’' nane for
thenselves with fluent ease. "Mdre than you' d believe. You know, they really need humans. It took
me a while to convince the boss machine of that, but they do. You see, they've got this
problem..."

"Yeah. Bein. around stinkin' sewer flushings |like you," Wal grow ed. "That's a najor problemfor
anyone"

Pogue ignored the interruption. "As near as | can figure it, the machi nes operate on this basic
set of programinstructions that nust've been planted in themby their nakers, a long, long tine
ago. God knows how long. A nmillion years, maybe. O a billion. Doesn't really matter. The point
is, the instructions have themtrying to find stuff and find a way to use it."

" rsStuff?" Alita asked. "Wat kind of stuff?"

"That's the point. Anything. | think that the original instructions were for a kind of von Neumann
machi ne. "

"A von-what ?" Jai ne asked

"Von Neunmann," Alita said. "An ancient, pre-spaceflight alchemst. O naybe he was a physicist. He
suggest ed that nachi nes m ght one day be built that would land on an asteroid or an uninhabited

pl anet and gather up all of the raw materials they needed to endlessly replicate thenselves, or
anything el se they had the el ectronic blueprints for."

"I'"ve heard the idea before," Jainme said. "It's dangerous. If the creators |ose control..."

"Exactly," Pogue said. He seened to be enjoying showing off his know edge of the machi nes and

their history. "The builders of the !.!. 1 were probably their first victins. You see, sonething
went wong as they reproduced thensel ves. The conputer codes weren't perfectly copied and
transmitted fromgeneration to generation. Things got left out... or reconbined i n unexpected
ways. In short, the !.!.! began to evolve, just like organic life, with conmputer progranms playing

the part of DNA

"So, a nmllion years later, or whatever, we have this whole, vast civilization of machi nes
spreading blindly out into the gal axy. They have their own culture, their own identity enbracing
hundr eds thousands of different types or nodels, what we would call species. They don't even
remenber where they came fromor who built them Best guess is that they originated somewhere in
close to the Galactic Core, where there was a lot of free energy and a I ot of debris, snmashed

pl anets, stuff like that for themto pick over. The energy flux in there, nicely, scranbled a | ot
of their early records, which is why they lost so nuch of their past.

BOLD RI SI NG

Sonewhere along the line, they've devel oped true, self-aware intelligence." He chuckled. "You
know, sonme of them even wonder about who nmade themin the first place. 'Makists,' they're called
Cl ackers who wonder who their naker is!”

"So now they're coming out of the core?" Jainme asked. "Wiy are they attacking other races, |ike us
and the G akaan?"

"They're intelligent," Pogue said, "but there are... um.. holes in what they know. In what they
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understand. And their minds, while curious in some ways, don't have what it takes to fill in the
m ssing pieces. Bits and pieces of old programming are still there, in their nmenories, but they
don't always know how to apply them or even nake sense of them For exanple, the origina
progranmm ng—what they call their 'Prune Code,' by the way-has them scouring planets and asteroids
and what ever | ooking for stuff they can use. Metal ores, nostly... but refined netals are better
because they take | ess processing. Ceramics. dass. Plastic. Junk. It's hardwired into themto
find a use for everything, gather it up, and nake nore machines. That's why they were scavenging
Cel este, and a nunber of other wecked cities on C oud."

"They didn't scavenge Chryse," Shari pointed out.

"No. There just weren't enough of themto scour nore than a small percentage of Cloud all at once.

Hell, it is a planet, after all, and a planet is a big place. They woul d' ve gotten around to the
rest eventually, as they processed nore raw materials in then: Harvesters and nobile factories and
turned theminto... more machines. Mre and nore nachi nes, reproducing thenselves forever."

"Ckay," Jaine said. "But why attack us? Because we're in the way?"

"Partly. But nmostly... well, one of the holes in their Prime Code is an inability to understand, |
mean, reaBy

WIlliamH Keith, Jr. understand, just what other intelligent species are. They never specul ated
about ot her species and don't know what to nmake of them As for as the !.!°!l are concerned, we're
just nore raw materials, and their Prinme Code directs themto find sone way to use us."

"Use us,' " Wal exclainmed. He raised the stunp of what once had been his left hand. "Then—=

"Exactly. All those people they "harvested.' Cutting off feet and hands and eyes. Finding ways to
preserve the tissue and incorporate it into their machinery. W' ve all seen the human eyes in
their recon floaters, of course. Human hands on sone of their stilters. They also were
experinmenting with using hearts as punps, livers as chenical processors... but | gather that
didn't work out so well. Their greatest success, |I'mtold, has been in harvesting human brai ns.
They can keep those alive for a long tinme, and they've learned howto interact with themto sone
degree. Enough for their Speakers to be able to use our |anguage, and maybe for the hi gh-end
nodel s to understand a little bit about us."

"Ch, ny God..." Shari said.

"Don't judge them by human standards," Pogue warned, "They're not human. Not in the |least. To us,
the way they harvested people seemed cruel.., but fromtheir perspective, they were just |ooking
at us as a source of raw materials. They couldn't figure out what we were good for and kept
experinmenting, trying to find out!”

"And | suppose you've told themyou can help themwith that problem eh?" Jaine said. |If he could
just keep himtalking... "What's your idea? Sell us off as fertilizer?"

"Ch, nothing so crude, Jaine," Pogue said, "Since | nmanaged to establish communications with their

boss nmachine, |1've already been able to enlighten hima bit, tell himwhat the universe is really
like. He's

BOLD RI SI NG

339 actually quite sharp, but, as | say, he suffered fromthose holes in his Prinme Code. |'m not

sure he entirely trusts nme or even believes ne, yet, but my success here, today, should seal ny
position in the nachine hierarchy.

"You see, |'ve convinced themthat | and ny associates can be quite useful managi ng the human
popul ati on on Cloud. W can have themnmne ores. Refine netals. Assenble parts. Al the people
need is the right notivation—and survival is the very best notivation there is. And, of course,
they need a | eader. Soneone who can intercede for themwi th the nachi nes. And who can tell them
what they need to do to ensure that the machi nes | eave them al one."

"And you, | suppose, are that |eader."
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"OF course. It was ny idea." He spread his hands. "I risked quite a lot, you know, venturing in to
see the machine boss on nmy own. A century fromnow, |'lIl be revered, even worshi pped as the nan
who saved the entire human popul ation on C oud!"

Jai me | aughed, a harsh, savage bark. "And you think the nmachines will let you |ive? They probably
still think of you as sonmething to be used... and to be tossed into the Harvester as soon as
you' re no |onger useful any other way!"

"Maybe. But maybe | can educate themby that tine. |'ve done pretty well so far!"

"You said you seal ed your position with the machines,'. Jaine said quickly. Desperately, he
nmeasured the space between hinself and Pogue. A leap would be suicide, but if the turner was

di stracted enough by the sound of his own voice... "How?"

"By capturing you, of course. O, to be nore precise, by capturing that Bolo out there. | know

Hector will do what you tell himto do, Ceneral
course, will do what | tell you to do."

He stressed the title unpleasantly. "And you, of

"And what makes you think that?"

"Ch, please, Jaine. No theatrics. W have you, and we have your friends, here, probably the people
closest to you in this whole world. Do | need to describe in detail what we can do to them one by
one... and slow y? How | ong woul d you be able to listen to your friends pleading for death, before
you give ne what | want?

"That's the crude side of the situation. There's another reason, a nuch better one. It's sinply
the right thing to do!"

"How do you figure that, skekker?" Jainme s nouth was dry, his voice on the point of cracking

"W have two possible futures, ny dear Jaime. In one, you and your three friends here are tortured
to death, but you don't help nme. Your Bolo is destroyed by the nobile bastions. The machi nes
ultimately wi pe out the few thousand peopl e who' ve escaped their control and slowy, slowy
tighten their hold on doud, manufacturing nore and nore nmachines until there is nothing left here
at all but gl eam ng machi ne efficiency.

"Or. , , you order your Bolo to stand down. You four, and your people outside, live. | becone the
governor of O oud and convince the nmachi nes that a happy, productive population will produce nore
in the long run than slaves on their hands and knees picking junk out of the nud. W becone a
useful cog within the machine enmpire, under mny direction and protection.”

"We'd still be slaves," Wal pointed out. "Whether we're in the nud or in sone nmachine-run factory
or mine, we'd always be slaves...."

"But living slaves, Prescott. And no nore blindly stupid harvestings or slaughters. W would be
able to build our own culture again. Hones. Cities. Even if, in the long run, it all belonged to
soneone el se.”

"Slaves are slaves!" Wal declared. "And | fer one ain't ever goin' back!" He spun then, so
suddenly, so sharply, that he took Pogue's nen conpletely by surprise. Hs el bow cane up as he
turned, slamming into the jaw of the renegade standing behind him The nman yelled and staggered
back, as Wal followed through with a knife-hand to the gut, then scooped up the man's power pisto
as it clattered onto the deck.

"Stop him" Pogue screaned, and then all was shouting and confusion. Shari snashed her el bow into
Sykes's face, then grappled with himfor his gun; Wal fired, the beamfrom his captured power gun
a dazzlingly bright thread of blue-white light in the poorly lit conpartnment as it carved through
the face of one of the renegades.

Every one of the renegades turned then, those who still could, raising their power pistols and
snap-firing themat Wal, blue-white threads cracking and hissing and lighting up the bridge. W
screanmed, a horrible sound, and greasy snoke boiled from snol dering uniformcloth and fl esh.
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But the others were in notion, too. Jaine brought his foot up, then snapped it back into the
kneecap of the man behind him turning an instant |later to knock the gun aside, then slanming his
fist into his throat. The nman dropped to his knees and Jai ne picked up the gun, raised it, and
shot the renegade behind Alita through the side of his head in one swift notion. Alita grabbed
that man's weapon before it had hit the deck and, firing twi ce, killed another renegade.

Soneone—dJai me thought it was Pogue—fired, the beam mi ssing his head by centineters and scoring a
carboni zed zigzag across the bul khead. Jaime returned fire, but Pogue had already triggered the
bri dge hatch and was plunging through it; Jaime s shot burned air. Sykes followed, with Shari

cl ose behi nd hi m

"Shari! Wait!" The turner Jaine had grappled with grabbed him from behind, and Jai me | ashed out
with the pistol's butt, laying himout cold.

The firefight was over alnobst as soon as it had begun. Al of the renegades were dead or fl ed.
Shari was gone; Alita was kneeling beside Wal, who was clutching his belly where the power gun
beans had sliced himopen. "You okay?" Jainme asked Alita. She nodded, but |ooked horror-stricken
"\Wal ?"

"Not slaves... ever again..."

And then he di ed.

CHAPTER TVENTY- TWO

G i ppi ng his power gun, Jaine hurried out into the passageway behind the bridge. A Brotherhood
soldier met himthere... Sergeant Jack Haley "Sir! Are you all right?"

"I"'mfine. Fine. What's the tac sit out here?"

Hal ey's | eathery face split in a |opsided grin. "Got "emon the run, sir! There were nmaybe ten or
fifteen of "emhidden in different parts of the ship, but we rousted 'em There's been sone
fighting outside, too, but the last tactical report | heard said the ship and the mai nt enance bay
area were secure." He shook his head. "Dammed thugs. Not many of'em were soldiers."

"Casual ties?"
"Two dead, five wounded, sir."
Jai e hesitated, then said, "Colonel Prescott is dead too, |'mafraid."

Hal ey' s expressi on hardened. "Skek!"

"Bravest thing |I've ever seen. He attacked the people who'd captured us unarned. Drew their fire,
and gave us the opportunity to turn the tables.™

"He was... a good soldier."

And that, Jaine thought, was quite an epitaph coning fromHal ey. The man had been a seni or
sergeant, with fifteen years. service in the CDF, experience that had made hi m an obvi ous choice
for Iance | eader. "Round up your squad and cone with ne. Did you see Lance Leader Barstowe out
her e?"

He pointed. "Down this passageway, Ceneral. She was hot on the trail of a couple of turners. W
were... kind of busy at the tinme."

"Understood. Let's find her."

Jai ne was worried about her. Many of the women in Canp 84 had suffered their own private version
of hell at the hands of Dewar Sykes and his cronies, but Shari Barstowe had suffered nore than
nost when, on top of the degradation, pain, and hunmiliation she'd endured in the canp, she'd found
the mutilated and decapitated body of her nmissing lover in Hectors Battle Center. Fogue's arrogant
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little speech on the bridge nust have burned inside her like a floater's lightning; to have these
bastards voluntarily siding with the machi nes that had harvested Jeff Fow er woul d have been
unendur abl e.

He doubted that she was thinking straight just now

A search wasn't necessary, however, despite his fears. Shari net themin the main passageway aft a
few nonents later. There was a great deal of blood on her hands. "He's in there," she said, her
voice dull. "One of them anyway. Pogue nmade it to an escape chute."

Escape chutes were airlock tubes used for abandoning ship in a hurry. Jaine started to switch on
his radio, then realized his helnet and earpiece were still back on the bridge. Dam! Wo wasn't
t hi nki ng strai ght now?

"Hal ey?" he said. "Get on the conmand tell themoutside. | want that guy."
Tessir."

"Shari? Are you hurt?"

She gave hima grimsmle. "The blood is his, not

345 mine." Then she shook her head. "If you think |I took delight in cutting the skekker up a
little bit at a tine, forget it. | thought about it, yeah... but there wasn't any point."

"What happened?"

"I shot himthrough the head while he was trying to wiggle into the chute.” She held up her bl oody
hands. "Then | had to westle with the body to get it clear of the lock entrance, to see if |
could catch Pogue. | couldn't. Sony, Jaine...."

"Not hing to be sorry about. You did good."
She shook her head. "No. | did what | had to do."

"That's what | neant. Haley? Wo's in charge of the troops now? King?"

"That woul d be Lieutenant King, yes, sir.

"Ckay. The two of you come with ne. | want to find Lieutenant King, and | want to set up a
defensive perineter around this ship. | also want to get a shuttle service going with the March."

"A shuttle service, sir?" Haley asked. Then he nodded understanding. "Ah! Al available
transport."”

"Exactly. | want you and your |ance to check the nmaintenance bay area. See if you can find nore
vehicles. Ground cars. Hovertrucks. Loaders. Anything that will carry a |load and carry it fast. W
have anot her of those nobile bastions on the way fromthe southwest, and the refugee canp is smack
on its line of march. Qur people ought to be nmoving by now, but on foot they won't stand a chance.
I want to start shuttling themin here and get them| oaded aboard this ship."

"Sir, | saw sonme contra-grav cargo |loaders in the enpty bay next to this one," Shari said. "Four
or five, | think. Each one could probably carry fifty or sixty people at a tinme."
"Ckay. Take sonmeone who knows CG systens and see if you can get themstarted. Next. | need soneone

to start organizing the civilians when they arrive. W can't have two thousand people nilling
around outside the ship, especially if we start taking fire."

"I'd suggest Pete Zhou, sir," Haley said. "His lance is guarding the ship's gangway right now."

"Ckay. Have himget on the conmto Dieter to coordinate things. This freighter has two main cargo
decks?"

"Yessir. The | ower deck is big, for bulk cargo. Upper deck already has sanitary and |ife-support
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hookups. "
"Excellent. That's where we put the people. Save the | ower deck for Hector."
"Yessir."
He raised his hand to his head, reaching for his commlink. "Dam!"
"What's the matter, sir?" Hal ey asked.

"Keep forgetting | left my conmgear on the bridge. S okay. |I'm going back there anyway. 'l want
Alita and her people working on Hector, getting himready for the next fight."

"Hector is dinged up pretty bad, isn't he?" Shari asked.
"Yeah. He is. But we have a chance, if we nove fast Now |l et's nove!"

I aminformed that the !. 1.! freighter was, indeed, a trap, but an unexpected one, with the
trappers consisting of a nunber of humans who have sided with the 1.1.1. | find this both curious
and di stressing, although ny studies of human history and psychol ogy are replete with exanpl es of
cal uimy, betrayal, and treason for reasons murkier than those expressed by Captai n Pogue.

The situation, my Commander informs ne, is under control. A sharp firefight ensued within and
around the 1.1.1 freighter, but the Brotherhood forces prevailed. Nine of an estimated thirty
renegade humans have been kitted or captured, and the rest

BOLD RI SI NG

347 have fled. The Brotherhood has suffered three dead, five wounded. One of the dead,
unfortunately, is Colonel Prescott, the Brotherhood commander. Hi s organizational skills—and the
cl ose rapport he established with those under his command-—wi Il be sorely m ssed.

Meanwhi | e, Technician Kyle and others begin to work on ny fire control system An initial search
of the mai ntenance bay repair storage depot has indeed turned up the necessary spare parts,
i ncluding a K238-M nol ycirc control |l er assenbly and N 480j uses.

At the same tine, | have linked with the freighter's on-board conputer and have begun eval uating
flight status and systens, and | have downl oaded various protocols and codes that witt be
necessary for the flight. Anong these are the recognition code we will need to approach G akaan

space, and several 1.1.1 ship ID transmi ssion and interrogation codes simlar to |IFFs which should
enabl e the ship to get past Eneny spacecraft and orbital sentries. The fact that the captured
freighter appears to be one originally used by the 1.1.1 should facilitate the deception

The one serious and i mmedi ate problem we have now is Target Bravo, which is approaching the port
on alnbst a direct line with the refugees. Cearly, | will have to deal with Target Bravo if the
refugees are to be saved. According to ny weapons systens di agnostics, ny Nunber Two 200cm
Hel | bore turret is now, once again, on-line.

The question is whether it will be enough for the Enenmy I nust now face.

DAV728 was taxing his full comunications abilities as he attenpted to manage a battle that was
swiftly growing |arger and nore conpl ex than he had i magi ned was possi bl e. The other nobile
bastion, piloted by a sinple three-brain !.!"! designated

PAK611- 4670, was reporting the rapid approach of the human Bol o, a devel opnent that DAV had not
anti ci pat ed.

After the destruction of KEMB33 in the nmiddle of the human city, he'd expected the Bolo to take up
a defensive position and wait for the bastions to come to him By venturing out to attack PAK611,
the Bol o, already danaged in its previous battle, was risking additional damage whi ch woul d
cripple it, leaving it no match for DAV

Not that DAV was concerned. He'd hoped to coordinate the attack so that both he and PAK woul d be
able to attack the Bolo in the city together. By venturing out fromthe city, the Bolo night badly
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damage PAK but was guaranteeing its own destruction

In the nmeantine, DAV would continue questioning the human brain. Some of the information it had

| eaked to hi mwas contradictory. For exanple, the suggestion that the Bol o woul d adopt a defensive
posture had come fromthe nmind of Jeff Fow er, though its penchant for offensive operations and
defeating superior forces in detail was al so there.

The hunans appeared to be the key to the problem The Bolo seened to be naneuvering to protect
them in fact, the nove agai nst PAK might be interpreted as an attenpt to protect the |arge nunber
of humans in PAK s |ine of novenent.

This woul d take sonme careful thought....
"Mom Moml Lookl "

Ei ght-year-old Tinmt Mason | eaped down off the cargo | oader and raced to the edge of the forest.
Thunder rolled, a far-off, hollow runbling that grew steadily in force and volunme. Wll to die
northeast of the treeline, alnost clear to the horizon, a plune of yellow dust was growi ng in size
as well.

Timm t! You get back here!™ H's mother hurried
349 through the Iight underbrush. Tim | swear! Do you want to be left behi nd?"

But Timwas | ess concerned at the nonent with being | eft behind than he was by the fast-
approachi ng dust cloud. "Moml It's the Bolo! It's Hectorl He's coning here!"

"I don't think so..." H s nother sounded worried... but then, she'd seened worried all day. The
men had been tal king about the March being alnpost all the way to where it was going, but since
this nmorning there'd been tal k about the bad nachi nes. And how they were closing in

"Aw, it's not a clacker. It's comn' fromthe spaceport! See?"

Wthin another few seconds, the cloud of dust resolved itself, and Tinmmt could point proudly at
the fam liar black, angled slab sides of the Bolo, with its upper turrets riding well above the
boiling froth of dust thrown up by its furiously whirling tracks.

"See?" Timmt proclained. That's Hector! |Is Hector coming to carry us the rest of the way to the
spaceport ?"

"No, Tinmt. |I... | don't know where he's going now W're riding to the port with the others. Now
cone on!"

Monents before, a small fleet of vehicles had begun arriving, a small fleet of cargo | oaders and
hovertrucks and other small, fast vehicles, and the refugees had been piling aboard with frantic
haste, urged on by the Brotherhood troops who' d stayed behind to protect the colum. Mst people
had already |l eft the canp, but enough remained to nake their evacuation a junbled confusion of
shouts, running, and activity.

"CGee, Mom | just wanna see...."

The noise, the roar of the Bolo, the high-pitched shrilling of its spinning tracks and road
wheel s, was sonething nore felt than heard, a sensation throbbing sonewhere deep within one's
bones. How coul d sonething that big nove so fast? It gave the inpression of being alive, and not
just that of a very large machine. As Timmit's mnd groped with the idea, his nother seized his
hand and dragged hi m back fromthe treeline.

"We've got to go. Now "
"Aw, Mom.."

To the north, the Bolo runbled past the canp, staying well clear of the treeline, the thunder of
its passing like the breaking of a sumer storm
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By the time | pass the general area of the human encanpnent, racing southwest to neet the oncom ng
bastion, the relay shuttle set up by ny Commander has al ready begun conducting the fina
evacuation. The encanprment was established within the shelter afforded by the trees at the
northern edge of a broad stretch of open woodl ands. As 1 pass, swinging well to the north to avoid
any local traffic, | note that a | arge nunber of vehicles of nmany desi gns and sizes have begun
taki ng on passengers, in particular the young, the old, and the infirm The evacuation of the canp
site is nearly conplete.

What 1 do not know yet is whether | can turn the bastion fromits path before it reaches the
encanprment site. Although nany of the people are already wal king or riding toward the spaceport,
many nore are stiU at the canp, and | doubt that all can be evacuated in tine.

| have deployed two of my aerial drones southwest to follow the course of Target Bravo, reserving
one to keep track of Charlie, and the fourth to nonitor the situation over the spaceport. In order
to keep the fighting well clear of the March, | swing sharply to the west, then to the northwest,
and for several minutes 1 amtraveling alnost directly toward Target Charlie, now sone thirty
kilometers distant. | amgratified when

351 ny aerial surveillance shows Bravo changi ng course to match nmy new course. Clearly, the two
bastions hope to engage ne together.

My analysis of ny first opponent, however, tells nme that | would not survive an encounter with two
1.1.1 bastions sinultaneously. | nust disable this one before the other closes to within close
conbat range, and | nust do so without suffering danage that would | eave ne here, crippled and
hel pl ess, far fromthe spaceport.

It is aterrible risk that | amtaking, and one that stretches the operational paraneters of ny
orders. The risk, however, is justified. Indeed, it is necessary if | amto have a chance of
protecting these peopl e.

At a range of 10.3 kiloneters from Target Bravo, | launch ny first salvo of 240cm howitzer rounds
and VLS missiles. Al warheads are conventional; even a tactical nuclear warhead detonated w thin
a few kil oneters of the March encanprment would result in hundreds of civilian casualties.

My opponent responds with a barrage of nissiles—essentially nachine floaters with fairly good Al
and powerful conventional warheads, extrenely fast, extrenmely naneuverable, and difficult to
target and kul with my point defense weapons.

Expl osi ons crack and thunder on every side, as towering geysers of snoke and earth erupt, ripping

deep craters into the ground. My point defense |lasers are firing continuously now, their sparkling
threads clearly visible in the battle fog surrounding ne, as they continue to slice into incom ng

projectiles, attenpting to detonate or cripple them before they reach ny hard-pressed screens. My

barrage, | note, has not penetrated the Eneny's screens... nor did | expect it to. This is still,

after att, little nore than prelimnary sparring.

But | must settle this matter decisively, and as quickly as possible. Calculating optinum

approaches, the lay of the gently rotting terrain, weapon trajectories and arrival-times, | |oad
my howi tzers with CP-240 aerosol -snmoke rounds, then begin firing themin a carefully cal cul ated
pattern. At the sane tinme, | launch a spread of radar decoys, missiles which i mediately depl oy

maneuver abl e bal lute targets, each of which, though only a few neters across, displays radar cross-
sections simlar to ny own.

The deception cannot |ast nore than a few seconds, but a few seconds is all | need. Patterns of
snoke and | aser-scattering aerosol particles nonentarily shield me fromvisual, IR and |adar
scans, both fromthe target and fromaerial or orbital reconnaissance. The battutes, which |
maneuver in realistic fashion by renote control, nay deceive Eneny radar for those critical few
seconds...oral least serve to scatter his fire and reduce his targeting efficiency.

Two of the battutes | direct on straight-line vectors toward the target. Two nore are given nore
circuitous paths, while | follow a course between the two. By overloading my power grid and

ri sking serious overheating® | accelerate to 125 kph in an att-out, ol d-fashioned, head-on
charge. ...
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"What the hell is he doing.?" |aine asked.
(0] J

He was standing on the freighter's bridge, watching over Alita's shoul der as she went through the
ship's prelaunch checklist. One of the large conputer nonitors nounted above the central, circular
consol e had been set to receive inmages transmitted fromone of Hector's recon drones.

At the monent, though, there was very little to see. As if by magic, dozens of white flowers had
bl ossomed nonents before in great, arcing curves across the face of the rolling prairie, each

bl ossom growi ng, spreading, and dissolving into the others to create a vast sheet of nurky,
billowi ng white hundreds of kiloneters

BOLD RI SI NG

353 square. Fromtinme to time, ominous flickers and pul ses of orange-yellow |ight strobed and
sputtered beneath that blanket. Conputer graphic overlays showed the !.!"! bastion's position in
red, and four separate targets, any of which could have been the Bolo, racing toward it in green

"I'f we can't figure that out," Alita told him "then | don't think the clackers will either. Looks
like he's trying to get in close, though."

"I don't think I realized Bolos could go that fast."

She shrugged. "If he had his contra-gravs working and up to spec, he'd be zipping along at 500
kph. He nmust feel like he's crawing."

"Isn't there anything we can do to hel p?"

"What, in a Bolo charge? Keep our heads down and pray!" She reached out and flicked severa
switches, bringing up other nonitors in the conpartnment. Sonewhere, deep down in the bowels of the
huge ship, a generator whine began spooling up froma low, infrasonic runble to a rising drone.
"Gravs conming on-line, Jainme. | think we're gonna be able to fly this bucket."

"So," Jainme said, trying to distract hinmself fromthe drama playing itself out on the nonitor
"where'd a nice Bolo crew chief Iike you ever learn to fly starships?"

She chuckled. "I didn't. You want to check the personnel records again and see if there's sonmeone
better qualified?"

"You seemto be doing just fine."

"Actually, it looks like just about everything on this tub is automatic." She pointed to a set of
oddly curved | evers topped by | avender plastic eggs on the arns of her chair. "And those, if I'm
understanding the manual, will handle attitude, lift, and accel erati on when we need them Not too
different froma CG flyer, actually."

The manual ?"

"RTSM " she told him "Read the skekkin' manual. The previous owners had a conplete set of
i nstructions | oaded on the conputer, in Anglic."

"I ncl udi ng hyperdrive?"

"No. | didn't think the machines would be that trusting. Luckily, Hector picked up enough in his
brush with the machines to be able to downl oad a programthat ought to take care of everything for

us. | hope. The way | figure it, our flight will be in four phases. Getting this bucket up and out
of the spaceport... presumably w thout getting shot down. That, | think, will be the biggest
burdle. Next, we have to accelerate to escape velocity and get clear of the planet... as well as
any clacker battlers that m ght be hangi ng around in nearby space. That'll be a big hurdle, too.

"After that, though, we run the program Hector fed us and punch in coordi nates for G akaan space
They use a different coordinate systemthan we do, of course, but Hector's already translated it
to Gal -standard, Push that button, and we'll drop into hyper-L for a carefully timed period that
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shoul d bring us out near the Grakaan frontier."
"And the fourth phase?"

"W broadcast our Grakaan I D and scream for help,"” she said, "because | don't have the faintest
idea how to land this thing!"

"Fly, yes. Land, no,
to ne. At least, once we're in hyper, we won't have to worry about our cl acker friends.

Jaine said, repeating the punch line of an ancient joke. "Sounds like a plan

"Yeah," Alita told him "But we have a long way to go before we hit hyper-L. |If Hector doesn't
keep those tilings off our backs—

"He will, Alita. |I'mbeginning to think he could lick the entire clacker force, single-tracked!"

"Don't say that," she warned. "His nobility is the only advantage he has over those things, and
wi t hout

CG he doesn't have rmuch of that. | just hope what he has is enough.”

"Ceneral ?" a voice crackled in Jaime's earpiece. 'This is King."

"Co ahead, Lieutenant."

"Sir, the first civilians are starting to cone in. Wat should we do with them sir?"

"Pass 'emon to Lance Leader Zhou
peri meter?"

Jaine replied. "Start getting themon board. How s the

"We're all in position, CGeneral. Sonme machi nes have been probing our positions, but nothing
serious yet."

"Ckay. Keep alert. Things are going to be popping real fast, DOWN"
Tessir King out."

Jainme frowned. Laris King was a painfully young, boy-faced man who'd once been Personnel Oficer
for Chryse Base. He'd not been a part of the original canp escape committee or Qperation Val hall a,
but had turned up later, when Wal had started | ooking for people to | ead the Brotherhood. Jaine
had questioned bringing someone as relatively young and i nexperienced as ICing into the Iine of
command, but Wal had insisted that King's experience in Personnel before the invasion, and his
skill with conputers, were nore inportant in an exec than combat experience

Unfortunately, Wal was dead now, and King was now in command of the Brotherhood. Briefly—very
briefl y—Jaime had considered relieving King and putting in sonmeone nore experienced, but he'd
vetoed that idea al nost at once. Nothing could shake up norale or the troops' confidence faster
than the COs neddling in the conmand structure... or his |ack of confidence in his subordinate
officers. He woul d just have to oversee King's actions as closely as he could nmanage, and be ready
to step in hinself if that was called for

Building a mlitary unit fromscratch, Jaine was finding, especially in the niddle of a war, was
harder than fighting the war itself.

Two of my decoys are destroyed by bursts of particle beamfire fromthe target Then the beans are
directed at nme, and | release control of the decoys, having gotten as nmuch advantage fromthe
deception as possible.

At a range of 5.2 kilonmeters, | fire nmy main HeUbore, following up that first shattering bolt
oflightning with a full barrage fromny 20cm support weapons. In the heavy snoke, | amnearly as
blind as ny opponent, but there is no mstaking or masking of his radar signature, which is as
cl ear and as unanbi guous as

(0] " the return froma smalt city. O course, going radar active reveals ny precise position
but the time for subtlety is now past. | close on ny Eneny, firing all avail abl e weapons.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...mer%20-%20B0l0%208%20B0l0%20Rising%20Txt.txt (160 of 177) [2/4/2004 11:27:23 PM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/K eith%20L aumer%20-%20B ol 0%6208%20B 0l 0%20Ri sing%20Txt.txt

And the Eneny returns fire. A particle beamof roughly 2.4 gigawatt strength slashes out of the
fog, plowi ng through the ground just in front of ne, then striking ny forward screens with an
expl osi ve eruption of jagged, violet lightnings. My screens fail, and the beam cl aws across ny
glacis, boiling away arnor in a neter-deep wound that carves away a portion of ny left forward
skirt and further damages that quarter's suspension and road wheel drivers.

By accelerating and twisting right, | evade the beam and further damage, while retum ngfire,
seeking the Eneny's primary particle beam projectors. On ny IR scan, even through particul ate
snoke, the Eneny shows a constellation of brilliant yellow and white patches where nmy Hell bores
have already silenced active weapons, or penetrated his screens and hull nmetal. | reroute ny
primary power through the secondary bus delivery circuits and grid, a tenporary fix that brings ny
battl e screens back on-line at 26.7% of full strength.

At a range of 3.5 kiloneters, 1 launch a flight of six

VLS AT-70 missiles, each with a 200kg thernal - HE warhead. | am actually inside the m ni mumrange
far that weapon, but under tel eoperation take themon multiple trajectories high enough to enable
the in-fligftt arm ng mechanisnms to trigger before swi nging themaround and into the target's rear
quarter. The bastion is attenpting to turn with ny approach as | flank htOh but in a | ast sprint
drawn fromny overl oaded pow& grid, | position nyself alnost directly behind Mma. the AT-70s
close with the target fromsix different directions. The Eneny's point defense systens ftvfc
flailing wildly, and one by one the AT-70s are swatted \ fromthe sky, but one survives to slam
hone into the target, the detonation causing a violent ripple through his battle defensive
screens.

| fire att Hellbores at the sane nonent, the power surge nonentarily draining nme; ny own battle
screens fall again, ny partial contra-gravity generators spool down, and | grind to a dead halt.
The concentration of firepower, however, which floods the barren plain in a harsh and actinic

gl are, overloads his screens and chews deep into hull arnor and internal structure wthin.049
second.

A shudder runs through the entire vehicle, as chunks of arnor scatter fromits upper hull Iike
wat er droplets flung fromthe back of a shaking dog. | sense a flare of |eaking energy from deep
within the hull and track it to its source-which | estimate to be a 340-terawatt fusion plant—-and
continue ny rapid-fire Hell bore barrage. As secondary expl osi ons erupt through the bastion's skin,
| blast through the machine's containnment field generators, and,.098 second after the Eneny's
battle screen failure, his fusion plant containment fields fail as well

An ongoi ng fusion power plant requires the tenperatures and pressures sustained within its
magneti c contai nnent field, and as soon as that field collapses, so does the fusion reaction. The
detonation was not, in the strictest sense of the term a nuclear explosion, since it rel eased
very little hard radiation.

Even so, for a fraction of a second, a high-density plasma with tenperatures rivaling those of the
core of a fair-sized star occupied the center of the rapidly dissolving nobile bastion. The full-
force of the plasna expl osi on washes across ny upper works, unattenuated by battle screens or
other el ectronic defenses.

Except for the lack of hard radiation, the effect is very much |like being at ground zero during
the detonation of a 700-kuoton nucl ear warhead.

As | lean into the howhng, buffeting waU of expanding plasma, | wonder if | have seriously
m scal cul ated the blast's strength and ny ability to survive it....

CHAPTER TVENTY- THREE

"My God! What was that?" "An explosion! Jeez, was that a nuke?" Timmt Mason, cramed so tightly
in with the other people on board the hovertruck that he could scarcely breathe, wasn't sure what
the adults around hi mwere suddenly so worried about. H's eyes had been cl osed, but he'd seen—er
sensed, really—a sudden hard, sharp flash of light through his eyelids, |ike he m ght see at night
during a lightning storm when he had his eyes shut tight.
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He certainly hadn't heard any expl osion, though. What were the grown-ups tal king about?

He opened his eyes but saw nothing different. The hovertruck, a broad, flat, wedge-shaped vehicle
with a | ow cab and an open back crowded wi th perhaps a hundred people and their bel ongi ngs, was

still racing snoothly across the prairie, noving so fast that its shadow seened to flicker and
shiver as it followed the blurred contours of the ground a few nmeters bel ow. The ot her centra-
gravity vehicles in the convoy were still close by, chasing their own shadows across the plain.

The wi nd—the cl awi ng, snatching, skin-bunming reason Tinmit had had his eyes closed in the first
pl ace—eontinued to shriek off the cab and across the crowded mob of humanity huddl ed and squeezed
into the back. What expl osion?

Everybody nearby seenmed to be | ooking toward the rear of the vehicle, so Timmit craned his neck

and | ooked that way as well. Besides, it didn't hurt as nuch when he | ooked away fromthat savage
wi nd. The horizon behind them | ooked... funny, obscured by a |ow, thick haze that |ooked Iike a
| ayer of white creamon top of the yellow grass of the prairie. And it was... bright, as though

illum nated frominside.

Slowy, the brightness faded, and as it did, Timrt found he could make out the shape of a I and of
cloud slowy creeping higher above the white cream of the horizon. Slowy, the cloud took on nore
definition, a roiling, ragged ball darkening fromwhite to gray to a nottled bl ending of rusty
browns and bl acks and oranges. It continued to grow and to rise, clinbing into the sky atop a

sl ender pillar of orange snoke.

Funny, It looked Iike pictures he'd seen of a nuclear explosion, and the people around him sone
of them were murmuring "nuke!" But he still hadn't heard an explosion. That didn't nake any
sense, did it?

The funny | ayer of cream seened to be getting closer, |ike a sharp-edged di sk of purest ice-white,
expandi ng out froma center marked by the rising cloud.

"Hang on!" one of the nmen yelled. "Here cones the shock wave!

The expandi ng di sk suddenly seenmed to be noving rmuch faster now, chasing them across the prairie.
As it grew closer, it looked nore like a wall of snoke follow ng cl ose behind them grow ng nore
ragged... but also reaching for themlike a pursuing nonster. Tinmmt screaned...

And so did a lot of the adults. In the next instant,

361 the cloud swept over them blotting out vision in a shrieking, stinging blast of dust and

noi se. Mraculously, the wind fromthe front of the hovertruck actually died away to not hi ng,

repl aced by an even stronger wi nd bl owi ng from behi nd. Thunder keened, |ouder than anything Tinmnt
had ever heard in his life. He felt the wind pick the hurtling hovertruck up and carry it al ong;
for a sickening noment,,it felt |ike the vehicle was slew ng sideways, tipping over... and that
all those screanm ng people in the back were going to be flung out and across the unforgiving
ground.

Sonehow, whoever was at the controls brought the vehicle back in line and rode out the worst of

the buffeting. The wind from behind died away, the sound faded... and then they were in the clear
once nore, the wind howing in fromdead ahead as the hovertruck continued on course.
M racul ously, the other five vehicles in sight were also still in the air, the shockwave had been

nearly spent by the time it caught up with them
"Mommy!" Tinmmt called. "Mommy! What was that?"
"I think... I think..." She didn't seemable to put it into words.

"The Bolo, son," a nman squeezed in next to themsaid, and his voice cracked as he spoke. "The
Bolo. It's gone...."

And sonehow that hurt Timmit nore than the wind, nore than the shrieking terror of the shockwave.

No! Not Hector! He couldn't be... gone!
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Jai me was outside when the shockwave hit... a |l ow, deep-voiced runbling felt nore than heard.
Soneone shouted and pointed toward the southwest. He turned and | ooked. A nushroom cl oud, faded by
haze and di stance, was just visible in the sky above the ridge on the other side of the spaceport
tar mac.

WttiamH Keith, Jr.

He keyed his commlink. "Hector! Hector, this is Gaham Do you copy?"
There was no reply, and Jaine dreaded what that meant.

"Hector! This is Grahanl Respond, please!”

Li eutenant King was standing next to him his nmouth open, eyes noist as he stared at the distant
cloud. "Th-they nuked him"

"W don't know that, Lieutenant," Jaine snapped. "Alita! Did you guys register that blast?"

"Affirmative," a voice cane back, not Alita's, but Lieutenant Mxley's. The comm expert had joi ned
Alita's bridge team along with several other people with electronics, conputer, and ship-board
experi ence. "Qur sensors report a seven-hundred-twenty-eight-kiloton blast, bearing two-five-one,
range twenty-eight kilonmeters. The EMP was consistent with the failure of a fusion plant

contai nnent field. lonizing radiation... mniml. W won't have to worry about fallout."

No radi ation! The blast could have been, alnost certainly was, a fusion plant failure, and not the
detonation of a nucl ear warhead. So Hector could have survived after all....

But why wasn't he answering the radi o?

DAV728 noted the detonation and the sinultaneous interruption of all data feeds from PAK611l. The
Bol o' s | one aerial reconnaissance craft, which had been skillfully eluding DAV s flyers for the
past hal f hour, suddenly went into a sinple and obviously automated station-keeping circle and was
vapori zed seconds | ater by a charge fromone of DAV's secondary projectors.

His own drones, circling the inferno to the south, revealed frustratingly little. The center of
the blast was now a nolten pool of liquid rock half a kiloneter across, radiating a tenperature of
sone 1200 degr ees.

He deduced that nuch fromthernal imaging; visual wavel engths were conpletely blocked by the cloud
of dust and snoke rising above the expl osion. The sudden appearance of a tiny piece of a star a

few tens of neters above ground | evel had sent a hot wind racing i out fromthe blast point as the
hi gh- pressure bubl. had expanded; seconds |ater, though, the wind reversed as the near-vacuum | eft

at the center suddenly begun filling with air. As the shockwave continued raci ng outward, creating
its own winc--, air drawn in fromthe surroundi ng at nosphere raced in and up with the rising
fireball, sucking i dense and boi Ung cl oud of snoke, hot gas, dust, debris that conpletely

obscured DAV' s sight, surface of the ground itself was now so hot that thei inmaging of anything
other than the lava itself useless.

No matter. The Bolo had already been seriously hurt$ and it could not have survived the bl ast

wi t hout taking additional, incapacitating danage. To confirmhis initia assessnent, however, he
consulted with the brain of the Bolo's former commander. The reply, blurred and al nost
unintelligible behind a seething and hostile wall of naked enotions, provided all the confirmation
he needed. You... you killed him was the nost coherent thought DAV could pick up. No! No, he
couldn't survive that\ Couldn't survive... couldn't survive..

"What will the rest of the hunmans do now?" DAV denanded.
Nol No! Let ne die! Please let ne die let ne die\

Di sgusted, DAV switched off that input feed. Humans, indeed, all organics were so irrational. The
cosnmos woul d be a nuch cl eaner place without them

He woul d continue on course toward the spaceport, where the human sl aves had been gathering for
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the last two trillion nanoseconds. Wth their Bol o gone, they had nothing with which to withstand
the !'. 1.1 will. He was still undecided as to whether to force these escaped humans back into
slavery, or sinply to kill them He was nagged by the deepseated certainty that humans nust be

good for sonething. As a resource, they represented a staggering potential for the Prine Code's
advancenent .

If only he could figure out what that potential was.

He uplinked a series of orders, directing the arnmy of !'.!.! units in the vicinity of the spaceport
to begin closing in. He didn't want themto escape in the ship so precipitously abandoned to them
by the traitors, and he wanted to be sure that all mlitary resistance was crushed before he
actually arrived on the scene. After that, he would decide what to do with the recaptured human
resour ces.

H s | ong-range sensors detected a small mass of metal, plastic, and other materials hurtling
directly toward himfromthe city. At first, he thought it was a hunman weapon of sone sort, but
further analysis showed that it was a single contra-gravity air car, with a single human occupant.
The flyers escorting DAV had al ready picked up the intruder and were cl osing with himwhen DAV

i ssued the order to | et him approach

DAV still had trouble telling one hunman from another, but he was fairly sure he knew who this
i ndi vi dual was.

Pogue had not been prepared for the sheer scale of the !'.!.! bastion, a wall of black and gray
metal rising like a cliff before him the central tower as tall as a skyscraper, the turrets,
weapons enpl acenents, and sl abs of arnmor—n places a hundred neters thick—all vaster by far than
any single structure he'd ever seen.

Even the Citadel at Del phia would have conprised

365 only a relatively small portion of that huge shape, and it could have carried a starship in
its pocket.

H s nerve alnost failed him and his hands were shaking as he drew the air car to a wobbly hover a
kil ometer away fromthe beast. He was all too aware of the many ovoid, betentacl ed shapes around
him sone of them close enough that he could feel the heat radiating fromtheir netal bodies, but
he figured that if the boss machi ne had wanted themto kill him he wouldn't have survived to get
this far.

Pogue wasn't entirely sure whether that was reassuring or not.
"Hello!" he yelled, calling as loud as he could. "It's ne! Albin Pogue! |'ve come back to you!"

At first, he wondered if the thing would even hear him The bastion was still a kil oneter away,
and the sound of its approach was the thunder of colliding worlds. It was skinmm ng just above the
ground on a filmof contra-gravity fields, and its ground pressure snapped rocks and fountai ned
dust as though it were a titanic ship plunging through granite waves.

And then, suddenly, the noise was gone, and there was no sound but the whine of the hovering,
encircling floaters.

"Why?" That single word, in the voice Pogue associated with the boss machi ne, but quietly spoken
by one of the hovering floaters nearby, scared himso bad he nearly fell out of the car> but he
managed to regain control quickly enough

“I... | could have run away, but | didn't. The... the plan we worked out, your plan, | nean, wth
the spaceship, it didn't pan out quite right. But we still have a chance!"”

"You failed to deliver the Bolo," the voice said.
"I know | know But we can still get it, you and ne! |'ve got an idea. See, what we do—

"The Bol o has been destroyed," the voice said wi thout any detectable enotion. "Further
col l aboration with you is unnecessary."
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"No! Wait!" Panic rose in Pogue's throat, clawing at his nmind. Maybe com ng out here had been a

m stake after all... but he hadn't been able to inagine where he could hide on C oud and survive

for long, either against machines or the planet's human popul ati on. The boss machine was his only
chance. "Wait! I've got all kinds of information! About what they're planning to do! About their

forces! About their deployment! | can help you!"

"l do not doubt that."

Qui cksilver tentacles flashed in the light of the afternoon suns, whipping thenselves around his
arms, His torso, his legs, lifting himclear of the air car's open cockpit. "Wait!"

"I appreciate your assistance," the voice told him "even if our plan was | ess than successful.
think at this point that it will be nost efficient if | harvest your brain and connect it with ny
others for direct access."

"We had a deal! W& had a deal!"

"Any bargain with organics is useful only so long as it provides continued useful input. If it
will help you control these unpleasant enoti ons and keep you frominjuring yourself further, rest
assured that | would have used you in this fashion in any case, even if you had delivered the
Bol 0, You should not regard the harvesting as punishnent, but as a further useful function in
service."

Somehow, the !.!.! machine's encouragenent didn't hel p. Pogue was still shrieking as the floater
carried himinto the doorway that yawned open in the bastion's side to receive him

"Conme on! Cone on! Don't push, stay in line, but keep noving!" Jainme found hinsel f wi shing yet
again

BOLD RI SI NG

367 for sonme sort of magical teleportation device, something that coul d pluck these people from
the face of the planet and safely materialize themaboard the ghip. It took a long tinme to herd
two thousand people up the | owered boarding ranmps and into the vessel

And nore kept arriving. The last of the hovertrucks and other vehicles had dropped of f their |oads
of humanity ten nminutes earlier, then departed for one | ast sweep of the forner encanpnment. When

t he expl osi on had gone off, it was thought that the canp was enpty, but Jaine had insisted that
they go back for a final ook, just to be sure.

The people who'd suffered along with Jainme and his i mediate followers were nilling about now on
the spaceport tarmac, formng up into a broad colum that snaked its way into the maintenance area
and up a fifty-neter-wide ranp into the main cargo bay. Inside, platoons of Brotherhood troops
were guiding the people up interior ranps and | adders, getting themsettled into quarters that
made t he ranshackl e huts and nakeshi ft shacks back at Canmp 84 seem | uxuri ous by conparison
"Monmy!" a small boy nearby cried. "Hectors okay, isn't her

Even the kids are going to miss him he thought. He shook his head. It was going to be a bruta
and unpl easant voyage to G akaan space. Hal f of the people had cone from Canp 84, of course, and
knew what they were fleeing from but the rest were fromvillages and farns where they'd lived a
more or less nornal life.

Still, Jainme had so far heard very few conpl aints.

And it won't be as crowded as we were expecting, of course, he thought. Since we won't be taking
Hect or aboard. ..

Savagel y, he broke off the thought. They didn't know that Hector was destroyed. Possibly, his comm
Iink had just been damaged.

He knew better than to cling too tightly to that hope, though. Since they'd lost the feed fromthe
recon drone over Target Charlie, and with the ship's radar masked by the walls of the naintenance
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bay, there was no way of know ng exactly where the third and | ast bastion was. Current estinmates
put the last bastion at ten kiloneters out fromthe port, now, and perhaps twenty ni nutes away.

He hoped that would be enough tinme. Dam it, it had to be....

Leavi ng Li eutenant King and Lance Leader Zhou to continue supervising the |oading, Jaine took a
|last, long ook at the big, alien freighter. Someone, he saw, had programred one of the

mai nt enance bay's robot painters to inscribe a name on the prowin meter-tall letters: Spartacus.
Whose idea had that been, he wondered?

And, deep down, an irrational part of himwondered if that was a bad onen. Spartacus's attenpt to
flee Italy, he renenbered, thinking back to Hector's history |lecture, had ended in defeat ami
deat h and six thousand men and wonen crucified along the Appian \Vay.

Turni ng abruptly, he hurled out of the bay, ducking through a doorway partly bl ocked by fallen
wr eckage, and novi ng deeper into the maintenance conpl ex.

The battle between Al pha and Hector earlier had brought down a |lot of the structure, and the
northern side had been smashed open conpletely, the el aborate facade ripped away, giving a view
north across a near-desert of broken rubble and occasional protruding structural beans, |ike the
naked ri bs of a skel eton.

"Sst!" soneone hissed. "General! Get the hell down!™

He ducked, drawing his power gun at the same tine. A figure crouched in the shadows behind a
spilled tunble of ferrocrete slabs gestured sharply, and he duckwal ked across the intervening
ground.

"Shari! Wat ?2—

Shari notioned himto silence, then pointed. Peering through a gap in the piled-up rubble, he saw
a platoon of erect, black ovoids drifting across the open ground. Floaters, big ones, and it
| ooked |ike they were noving in.

Shari touched the !'.!"! lens wired to her helnmet and grinned. "Show tinme," she said. They've been
gathering for an hour, but | think they're making their nove!"

Pogue's brain, regrettably, had not survived. Floaters had carried the human into an interna

space deep within the bastion's heart and there pinned nimdown with considerable difficulty while
one of their nunber carefully opened the skull and dissected out the brain. By the tinme the organ
had been placed in its nutrient solution and hooked up to the access |inkages that would all ow DAV
to interface with it directly, the subject's nind and thoughts had fragmented conpletely. The
brain was still alive, but quite insane.

That, of course, was one of the difficulties with this sort of harvesting. The !"!"! had | earned
that human brains, especially, were difficult to remove w thout causing functional breakdown and
insanity. The best results were obtained if the subject was in a state of unconsci ousness first,
and unaware of the renpval process. Even then, only about 40% survived and stayed sane for nore
than a few hundreds of trillions of nanoseconds.

Well, the human call ed Pogue was no great loss to the !.!.! program Even Fow er's brain, now
apparently on the verge of breaking down as well, was no |onger inportant. DAV was draw ng cl ose
to the assenbly point of the now defensel ess humans, where they were desperately crowdi ng aboard
the old Yezhoth freighter, which DAV had ordered refitted to house them Once they were aboard and
the ring of troops defending themwas crushed, DAV would take them ship and all, to his facility
on Del amar, where he could experinent with themat |eisure. Very soon, now, DAV would be able to
harvest as many human brai ns as he needed, and perhaps at |ong last figure out how humans coul d be
incorporated into the !.!1.! schene of things.

He flashed an order both to his floaters in the city and to an approaching battlefleet, brought in
to bl ock any attenpt to escape the planet: Move in!

"Here they come!" Shari called. Sw nging herself up and around, she dropped her weapon across the
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top of the shattered stone wall she was using for cover, tracking on the first target she saw, a
big, three-meter floater nmoving alnost directly toward her position. Her weapon was set to five-
round bursts—there was no sense now in burning off rounds with sensel ess sprays of full-auto
mayhemand when she squeezed the trigger, her carbine gave a brief, rippling chuff, slamr ng back
agai nst her shoul der.

The Brotherhood had | earned a thing or three during these past weeks when it came to righting
clucker machines. Even the big floaters did have weak spots, though where those spots were and how
you best whacked them varied fromone type of machine to the next. For the three-neter job
drifting across the broken rubble, the best target was one of three bul ges near the rounded bottom
of the thing, a thin-skinned blister housing part of the floater's contra-gravity projector
assenbly. Crack that, and the remaining CG units weren't strong enough to keep the machine in the
air.

Shari's burst was dead on target, the explosive rounds punching through the snooth, netal-ceramnic
all oy covering the blister and detonating deep inside with a ripple of firecracker bangs. Silver
tentacl es | ashed

371 and flailed as the floater dropped out of the air and fell heavily on its side; taking carefu
aim she targeted the base of one of the withing menbers and squeezed off a second burst. Tria
and error—and several casualties—had taught the Brotherhood that bullets could penetrate the
softened path where cl acker machine tentacl es extruded thensel ves fromthe nain body. Hit that
spot with an expl osive penetrator round, and you had a dammed good chance of savaging the thing's
i nternal electronics.

But you had to be bang on target to nmake the Kkill

Besi de her, Jaime Grahamwas in a half crouch, snapping off shots with his power pistol. The
needl e beam was pl ayi ng usel essly off the gl eam ng hide of another floater.

"No, Jaine!" she yelled at him forgetting her recently acquired nilitary protocol. "Ht the soft
spots, at the base of the tentacles!" She denonstrated with another burst, taking the drifting
monster down in a spinning clatter of tentacles and black alloy shell.

"Thanks!" He shifted aim lashing a third floater with the power gun's beam Lightning sparked and
crackl ed, narrowly missing him

"Don't you think you should get back to where you bel ong?" Shari shouted. "This is too hot for
general s!"

"Just checking... ah!™ An explosion shattered rock cl ose by, spraying themboth wth stinging
fragnents. Jai ne snapped of f another shot, then ducked for cover behind the wall. Al along the
perimeter, other Brotherhood troops were firing now, trying to mark down the advanci ng nachi nes.
"Just checking to see if you needed hel p!"

"How nmuch longer until the ship is | oaded?"
"Ten m nutes! Maybe | ess!”

"Cone back for us then!" Rising, she fired a burst into a floater less than five neters away.
"We'll be here!"

The flyer dropped out of the sky scant neters away, a hovering, ungainly insect spitting blue
flanme and missiles. Warheads detonated against the wall, hurling Shari and Jai ne back as thunder
crashed and the ruined walls around them toppl ed.

CHAPTER TWVENTY- FOUR

Jai ne had been unconsci ous, he thought, for several seconds. Wen he blinked his eyes open
wincing at the stab of pain in his chest and side, the first thing he saw was Shari's dirt-snudged
face |l eaning close over his. "Jaine! Jainme! Are you okay?"

"Think so." He risked a breath, and felt the stab in his side again. "Think... | think ny rib..."
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"Don't talkl" She | ooked up. "Dobbs! Dobbs! Help me here!"

Anot her trooper showed up, one of the nen in her lance. "Is he... ?"
"Get himback to the ship! See that he gets on board!"

"Yes, ma'am Here, CGeneral. Let ne help you."

"WAit a minute!" He struggled upright, fighting the pain that threatened to sweep himinto
darkness again. Gunfire barked and chattered, |asers snapped and hissed as inconing !.!.! warheads
continued to detonate anong the ruins. "Shari! You and your people! You ve got to get out!"

She shook her head sadly. "No can do, Jaine. Sonmeone has to hold those things at bay while the
Spartactts lifts off, and it looks |like we're el ected. Good luck with the Graks!" She started to
turn away.

"Shari!' tJiiw;

"I"'mnot |leaving, Jaine. | have a job to do. Here" He started to protest, but the pain set his
head spi nning and he sl unped over. Lancer Dobbs shoul dered his laser rifle ana scooped Jainme up in
a rough fireman's carry, dragging Jaine's |left armacross his shoulder in a nove that left him
gasping. He could feel the fractured ends of his ribs grating across one anot her

St oopi ng | ow, Dobbs carried Jai ne back through snoke-filled, smashed open buil di ngs, emergi ng on
the spaceport tarmac not far fromdi e bay where the Spartacus was | oadi ng. From his head- down

vi ewpoi nt, Jai ne nanaged a qui ck gl ance across the field. Al of the civilians were gone nere. In
the bay, the last few people were hurrying up the ranp.

Li eutenant King and Lance Leader Zhou net themat the bottomof the ranp. "Ceneral!" King said.
"Cnmon. W'll get you aboard."

"Wait! Shari... and the others. W have to get the perinmeter in.

Ki ng shook his head. "I don't think so, sir. If you don't get off now, you won't be getting off!"
"What do you nean?"

For answer, King pointed, aft along the hull of the Spartacus, toward the spaceport tarnac. Jaine
| ooted, and gasped... this tinme not fromthe pain, but with the shock of revelation. It was stil
at least three kiloneters off, well beyond the ridge southwest of the field, but its tower |ooned
hi gh even at that distance, a great, black, slowlunbering behenoth sil houetted agai nst gathering
stormclouds and the setting suns... the third bastion, arrived at last. "Ch,.. God..."

"Get himon board, Dobbs," King snapped. "Zhou? Let's join the troops." "Yes, sir!" "There

mght... be tinme..." Jaine said.
BOLD RI SI NG

"Are you kidding? | don't know if you're going to make it off as it is! But maybe we can sl ow that
thing down a bit!"

And t hen Dobbs was bounding up the ranp, lowering Jaine into the arns of a civilian. "Good | uck
sir!" And then Dobbs was gone, leaping off the ranp as it began slowy raising to seal the ship
Jainme had a last glinpse of the three Brotherhood troops as they sprinted for the ruins.

King was right, of course. Spartacus had only the slimrest of chances to get away now, with the
bastion that close. Jaine renmenbered with vivid clarity the vaporization of the Tolun ship, hours
bef ore.

"Take me... to the bridge!"
"Sir!" the man hol ding himsaid. "W should get you to the doctor!"

"If he's not too... busy, have himsee ne... on die bridge." If Shari and King and the other
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Br ot her hood troops weren't going to abandon their |ast posts, then neither would he.

It was agony, getting up those steps and down the passageway, but he arrived on the bridge as
Alita, Moxley, and several others were sitting around the central console, readying the ship for
boost. Alita half rose as he was hel ped onto the bridge, but he waved her back. "S okay!" He
coughed, a tearing, horrid spasm and he felt sonething wet inside. He was having a |ot of trouble
breathing. "Stay at your posts!" Gatefully, he sank into a roughly human-si zed accel erati on couch
near one bul khead. The man who' d hel ped hi m pressed a rag against his side. "Hold this here, sir.
I"Il get the doc!"

"Thank you."

One of the large, overhead screens was showi ng a canera view aft. The approaching bastion, its
i mge conputer enhanced, seened |larger and clearer there than it had in real life.

"Way doesn't it just fire and get it over with?" Moxley cried.

"It mght want to take us alive," Alita replied. She glanced across the bridge at Jaine. "Wl cone
to our nousetrap. Maybe you shoul d have stayed outside."

He didn't reply inmmedi ately. He was staring at the | oom ng tower outside. "Wat's happening to
it?" he asked.

Fl ashes, like strobing lights, were wi nking across the tower... and a nmonent |ater a ragged chunk
of black alloy was ripped fromthe tower's side. The bastion staggered, lurching to one side, then
slowy, slowy, began to pivot. Another explosion detonated along the alien nachine's side, the
runbl e audi bl e even here, deep within the starship's hull.

At first, Jainme thought that the bastion had sonmehow niscal cul ated, that it had blundered into its

own barrage, which was still lashing the buildings outside. Then he realized the truth.
"Hector! It's Hector... 1"
My plan has worked, though the timng was a close-run thing indeed. | have caught the Eneny

bastion by surprise just as it was closing on the freighter

The detonation of Target Bravo's fusion containnent fields at a range of |ess than a kil oneter
caused severe damage to ny outer layers of arnmor. Several areas have been stripped to a depth of
al nrost a neter, and ny outer hull shows savage wounds where slab arnor has curl ed back or nelted
away entirely. | have lost 42.4%of ny hull battle screen projectors and amno | onger able to
proj ect defensive screens at att. More seriously still, my left forward track, already danmaged in
earlier engagenments, was thrown, and three of mny road wheels were ripped away. The danmage to mny
tracks and suspension was the reason it took |onger than expected to nake nmy way back to the
spaceport.

If the Eneny had seen and tracked ny novenments, | never would have made it this far. | was fairly
certain, however, that the Enemy's infrared scanners would not be able to pick ne out after the

pl asma expl osi on, one piece of superheated weckage anbng so many others, all of them strewn
across the steam ng, superheated ground. | nmade ny way back in fits and starts, halting each tine
I felt the brush of radar. | was lucky in that the blast obscured nuch of the area with the spread
of its debris cloud and, before | ong—and as happened at Cel este—the extraordi nary viol ence of the
pyrot echni cs brought the prom se of rain.

I was lucky, too, that Target Charlie did not elect to check out my apparent destruction, either
personally or with the depl oynent of sonme of his reconnai ssance probes. And lucky a third tinme
that he did not detect ny close approach... apparently because his attention was focused solely on
t he refugee ship.

Luck is, after all, the one essential ingredient in conmbat, nore than timning, than depl oynent,
than firepower itself. | have heard humans express astoni shnment that a Bolo could believe in that
i measur abl e and unverifiable el enent of fortunate chance; in fact, no entity, whether carbon
based or otherw se, can possibly endure conbat and not believe in luck's very real existence.
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In any case, | have returned, and just in tine to distract the Eneny fromits assault on the
refugee freighter. | sense the ship's power status, the pulse of its contra-gravity fields. It is
ready to lift.

I know now that | witt not be able to acconpany themto their new world.

At a range of 2.3 kiloneters, | pour fusillade after shriekingjusU ade into the towering hul k of
the bastion. | have six operational 20cnms renumining and, of course, ny single 200cm nmain gun. At
this range, however, | am enpl oying aU remai ni ng weapons in ny arsenal, including how tzers, VLS

m ssiles, nortars, point defense, and anti personnel weapons, firing time and tine again into the
Eneny's rear. His battle screens flicker, comng close to failure with each fusion bolt fromny
200cm gun.

"Hector!" | hear again the voice of nmy Commander. This tinme | can respond; the last tine he caled
me | heard, but had 1 answered 1 woul d have revealed ny survival. "Hector! Wat can we do to
assi st ?"

"You can lift ship inmediately, nmy Conmander,” | reply. "There is nothing you can do to aid nme. If

you do not lift at once, what | have done here witt have been wasted."

"Hector..."But then he faUs silent. In that one word, though, | heard his acceptance of what nust
be, "Wat you did was not wasted. No matter what happens.”

| sense the ship's contra-gravs spooling up to jull lift power. The bastion senses them as wettand
begjns to turn back. | redouble ny hamerings, and the violet lightnings of ny plasma barrage set
sky and |l and ablaze with rippling, pulsing/lane. | launch six VLS missiles, ny last six with
conventional warheads. My Eneny destroys two as they |eave the tubes, two nore as they circle into
the sky, arm ng thenselves. | concentrate nyftre on the tower, where nost of the Eneny's point

def ense weapons appear to be nounted. When the VLS nissiles swoop down fromthe zenith 12.5
seconds later, the Eneny's fire has been suppressed sufficiently that both warheads get through. |
use the dust and snoke hurled up by the detonations to work ny way closer still, as bolt after
bolt fromny nmain Hel Jbore slans into the Eneny and the rmuzzle of my main gun grows dangerously
hot .

1 crest the rise southwest of the spaceport, brushing aside the stones of sone old ana shattered
ruins. Beyond, | can see the entire spaceport. The ship, named now-appropriatel y—Spartacus, is
rising slowy from

379 the nmmi ntenance bay, pieces of weckage and roof struts and debris hangi ngfromthe top or
spilling fromthe sides in a crashing cascade. This may be the first tine in history that a ship
has taken off frominside its hangar.

| sense the Eneny shifting all of his battle screen energy aft to block ny attack. Unless | can
break through within the next few seconds, ny efforts will certainly fail

And | have, at this noment, flat run out of new ideas...
Jeff Fow er had been wat chi ng.

Fromtime to time, the intelligence that called itself DAV728 had attenpted to west nore
information fromhim and he'd fought back the only way he could... by deliberately letting his
mnd run wild in screaning, gibbering pleas that he be allowed to die.

He wasn't entirely sure just how nuch of that ranting had been an act. He knew now, after
Wi t nessi ng what had happened to another hunan captured sonme ninutes earlier, what had happened to
him and he desperately wanted to die.

But not before he found a way, sone way to strike back

DAV728 had ceased questioning himsone tine ago, and Jeff had sensed a |l and of switch or gate
being thrown, cutting himoff.

But he knew, too, that he was in some unfathomable way, a part of this D AV-creature's brain. No
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intelligent organismcan cut itself off entirely fromeven the darkest corners of its own

col l ective consci ousness and nenory... and there were nany channel s of conmmuni cation. He saw
Hect or poor Hector, so battered, so torn!—suffering beneath the high-energy |ashings stabbing at
himfromthe !.!°! machine, sensed the nachine shifting its defensive screens to protect itself
fromthe Bolo's onslaught. And he both saw and felt, sonehow, the ship, the captured Yezhoth
freighter, rising slowmy above its shattered hangar

And in that instant, he saw what he had to do.

"The ship! The ship!" he screamed in his mnd, shrieking the thought before he coul d think about
what he was saying and give away the gane. "The ship is going to ramus!”

A transparent lie, actually. But battle reflexes are finely tuned things, and the nost intelligent
of entities can focus conpletely on only a limited nunber of things.

Jeff felt DAVs attention shift; if the freighter did ramthe bastion while its battle screens were
focused el sewhere, the results would be devastating. He felt the battle screens shift, a nonentary
weakeni ng of their power to the rear that |asted scant fractions of a second.

But it was enough...

J sense the Eneny's battle screens shift again, redirected to cover the forward quarter. The
flicker lasts only.12 of a second, but it is enough for ne to gather my power and fire a fina
barrage, joining antipersonnel |asers, flechette bursts, howitzer shells, and even 4Ccm nortar
rounds in flat-trajectory point-blank barrage with all six 20cm Hel | bores and, of course, the

t hundering slamof ny main gun. For the barest fraction of a second, the Eneny's weakened screens
hold... and then they fail, exposing naked netal |am nate and ceranic to the full onslaught of ny
entire arsenal. Wthin.045 second, several tons of solid netal and ceranic all oys have boil ed
away, leaving a gaping, inferno-filled cavern in the bastion's rear and flank. Its contra-gravity
goes off-line with a shuddering wench to its structure. Internal explosions flash and thunder

Pi eces fragnent, hurtling skyward,

381 spinning end over end, sone trailing long, greasy plunes of snopke.

My sense of unrestrained jubilation at this sudden victory, however, is short |ived. The bastions,

all of them are defeated, but a horde of smaller /</¢/ devices is still gathering, the |egions of
hell itself swarmng toward my position
Wth ny shields down, nmy hull breached, | know | have only seconds left....

Shah sl apped a magazine into the butt-stock receiver of her Mark XL carbine and rel eased the
charging |l ever to chamber a round. She was down to this mag and one nore—two hundred rounds. After
that she'd be dry, reduced to scavengi ng another few rounds fromthe bodi es of her conrades, or
fighting the cluckers with her knife.

Expl osi ons continued to thunder and crack through the ruins where she and her conrades had chosen
to make their |last stand. Most of themwere dead now. King lay a few neters away, his boyish face
staring sightlessly up into the light drizzle that was beginning to fall fromdie fast-darkening
cl ouds. Zhou. Galbreith. So many nore. Sporadic fire continued to spit and stab fromthe ruins to
either side of her position, but the machines lurking in the rubble nearby, or drifting above it
on whi ning contra-gravs, were grow ng bolder as the defenders. fire sl ackened.

It wouldn't be rmuch | onger now. If nothing el se, the bastion would be here any noment now to
finish the job its far smaller consorts had begun

Strange. The eneny did appear to have thinned out in the |last few nmonents. Judging fromthe ear-
stabbi ng thunder slamring at her fromthe direction of the spaceport tarmac, an all-out battle was
bei ng waged back there, maybe two or three kiloneters off, but by who?

Not . . .

It couldn't be.
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But what el se was there to chall enge that dammed cl ucker bastion?
Ri si ng suddenly, she gripped her carbine tightly and raced back toward the port to see.

1 have crippled the /././ bastion but not destroyed it. | hesitate to direct ny rounds toward that
area of the Eneny vehicle which | know houses the fusion power plant, for obvious reasons. The
Spartacus is not yet clear of the port.

However, the damage 1 inflicted was serious enough to open an inportant new avenue of attack

In a very true sense, the nodern electronic battlefield is as deadly and as inportant—and far, far
faster—than the nore outwardly visible conbat of artillery rounds and Hettbores. Despite repeated
tries, however, | have been unable to access the |.!0! data net, an electronic infrastructure of
comuni cations and data exchange which they refer to as "the Primary Web." The Eneny enpl oys an
extrenely sophisticated and constantly changi ng encryption algorithm and the actual data

transm ssion is effected by neans of tight-beaned |asers and nmasers difficult to intercept and
even nore difficult to inmtate. | was aware of this network while |I was held captive; | was never
privy to its secrets.

Now, however, as | close on the furiously burning hulk of the shattered bastion, | sense a |aser

pl ayi ng across nmy upper works, directed at ne fromthe nachine's forward tower. Al npbst, | react as
if to an attack. Then | recogni ze the pul se nodul ati on of the beam and accept it within ny

conmmuni cati ons rel ays.

"Hell o, Hector. It's been a while."

"Captain Fow er!" The surprise is as jarring as a Hellbore bolt, point-blank. 1 take a full. 034
second

383 to recover ny conposure, which denonstrates how jarring, how inpossible this situation
actually is. Interestingly, Captain Fow er's thoughts appear to be on the sanme nanosecond time

franme as ny electronic nmnd... or that of the Eneny. Qur conversation occupies a natter of
mlliseconds. "Forgive nme, ny Commander. You... surprised nme."

His wy chuckle is still, eerily, the sane. "I"'mnot surprised.” | sense pain and infinite | oss.
"They took ny brain, Hector. Wred it into this... thing. As near as | can figure it, I'mthe

fifth of this tin nmonster's brains, aU hooked up in parallel."
"I's the /././ component stiU functional ?"

"Nope. It was all electronic, and the EMP of that last bolt you threw fried him No one left in
here but me. And | won't be for long. Lifesupport... is going."

"I will summon aid."

"Forget it. What're they gonna do, yank ny brain and carry it around in a bottle? |I'mfinished,
Hector. But... maybe | can help you guys."

°Y(?u have already hel ped. You distracted the Eneny, allowing nme to defeat him"
"Well, think of this as a bonus. Use your commet skills and followthis beamin."
I do so, and enter ny Eneny's data net. The experience is... transcendental

| have been self-aware since ny first activation, at the Durandel Bolo Assenmbly Plant, on Luna
over three hundred years ago. This experience, however, raises the concept | think of as "self-
awar eness" to an entirely new height, a new dinmension of knowi ng and being which I had not

hi t herto known.

I know now what it was to be DAV728-24389 as | experience his nmenories, his thoughts. His
alienness is strange; his... his loneliness, his inconpleteness within the gulf created by his
i nconplete Prime Code is appalling.

| see snatches only of the far-flung and sprawing history of the /././, with their begi nnings
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lost anmid the teenming stars and radi ations of the Galactic Core, with their gropings toward self-
awar eness and sel f-know edge as they encountered and destroyed whole civilizations caught in the
path of their inpossible, futile quest. | see their struggfe with the Grakaan; nore, | see their
battle plans, already laid, their forces already depl oyi ng.

| see their plans here, on doud, fromthe precise vectors of two battlers and several snaller
craft in space overhead, down to the individual positions 'of each of the thousands of /././
killing machines now gathering in this area fromacross this continent. Sunmoned and depl oyed by
DAV, they will not be deterred by his death.

1 see... stars... and wonders, teem ng wonders piled high upon wonders, cultures, peoples,
enpi res, philosophies undreaned of, all unknown and unknowable to the inflexible questings of the
enigmatic /././.

| see...
"Hector?"
"Yes, ny Commander."

"You'd better hurry. Hostiles are on the way, big time. WIIl you...finish me? Before you | eave? |
don't want to...to be like this."

"Of course."

"Thanks. You're a true—

But before he can complete the thought, | have sw tched himoff.

| seek sone way of infiltrating the 1.1.1 net, of taking control of it, of bringing it down... but
the encryption codes are already changing as | watch, a rippling, outward spread
ofunintelligibility. I will take what intelligence | can and nmake the best use of it possible.

The bastion is conpletely dead now, its interior a

BOLD RI SI NG
385 flaming inferno. | withdraw, severing ny comunications link with the machine's fast failing
and thoroughly dead electronics. | note that 12.4 seconds have passed since | penetrated DAV728's

screens, with Jeff Fower's help, and 3.11 seconds since | accessed his database. Expl osions
continue to wack the ruined buildings of the spaceport naintenance center, as the freighter
Spartacus rises slowy, slowy above the port, still trailing weckage fromthe hangar

"Spartacus, this is Hector," | call, using the conbat command frequency. "l have inportant
intelligence ready for uplink."

"Hector, this is Spartacus/" It is nmy Conmander's... ny other Commander's voice. "Hang on, buddy!
We're going to ground the ship in the center of the field and hustle you aboard. W' ve got plenty
of space for you!"

"Negative," | tell him the tone precise and flat. "A |arge nunber ofhostiles are gnupingfor a
final attack, both here and in space. You nust |eave now if you are to avoid capture or
destruction.”

"Hect or—

"Stand by to receive an intelligence downl oad. Some of this data nay be useful to the G akaan as
well." It takes a full 2.524 seconds to transnit the entire file copied fromthe bastion
conpressed at a two-nulion-to-one ratio. "1 will clear your path for you," | add. "Good |uck!"

"Thanks, Hector. Good... good luck..."

Z can hear the enotion in his voice.
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Slowy, at first, the freighter lifts higher, shaking off the last of the entangling debris. Its
movements are tentative, as though its pilot is stitt trying to get the feel of the huge and
ungainly craft.

Then it begins accelerating, rising on contra-gravs alone until it is at an altitude of some ten
thousand neters before cutting in the aft primary plasma thrusters.

Tracking and targeting by means of the data just taken from DAV728, | plot the precise positions
and vectors of each of the /././ in nearby space, out to a range of 50,000 kiloneters. My primary
Hel I bore rotates, elevates, then fires with a detonation that echoes back fromthe ruined
buil di ngs across the field. Again and again | fire, sendingjusion bolts streaking skyward, past
the now invisible Spartacus and out into space. | detect frantic reaction from spaceborne sources.
Switching on ny radar, | see one battler dissolving in fragments, a second tunbling out of
control, a crater torn in its side and spewi ng debris. O her, snmaller ships have ceased to exist
or are scattering wildly. My presence, | gather, was an unwel come surprise. They didn't even have
their screens up.

Swiftly, | shift targets. Delanar |oons huge in ny targeting displays as | access hundreds of

Ier°l machi nes, vessels, and conpl exes on the nearby nmoon. | amfiring the Hellbore so swiftly now
that the dense-pack arnmor encasing the barrel is glow ng red-hot. Warnings flash through ny

awar eness, warnings of tube meltdown, of nolycirc overload, of dangerous overheating. Fire contro
begi ns an aut o- shut down sequence, while nmy reactors threaten an i nmedi ate SCRAM | override al
safeti es and shutdown sequences, and continue firing. Fusion bolts are slanmming into Del amar now,
and ny 1R sensors detect large areas on the satellite's surface aglowas !.l "I facilities are
reduced to nolten sl ag.

I initiate another sensor sweep, searchingfor targets that m ght threaten Spartacus. Eneny recon
drones and satellites, another battler, two smaller vessels fleeing the battle zone,
several fragnments of destroyed ships... | target each in turn and burn them fromthe sky.

Spartacus is still accelerating, reaching now for Coud' s ionosphere...

Shari ran out onto the spaceport tarmac in tinme to see Spartacus vanish into the clouds. Hector

rested on the ridge to the southwest next to the blazing ruin of the bastion, his arnor dented,

torn, and nutilated, his bearing still as inmposing as that of any titanic war nenorial. A nonent
later, his main gun fired, the flash illunm nating the clouds |like Iightning, the thunder

assaul ting her ears even through her helnmets hearing protection.

"Hector!" She stunbled forward, then fell. Nunmbly, she | ooked at her leg, torn open by a ten-
centineter gash. She'd never even felt it.

Ri si ng, bracing herself upright on her weapon, she staggered across the rubble-littered field
toward the Bol o.

The Enemny forces are gathering, hurling thenmselves at me in a suicidal frenzy, sone expl odi ng
agai nst mmy already savaged arnor, others attaching thenselves to ne or seeking sone neans of
entry. Each tinme | fire a Hellbore, tens, even hundreds of floaters drop to the ground, their
circuits fried by Hettbore-launch EMPs, or dissolve in fragnents as point-defense |asers or high-
velocity flechettes slash through them Wil kers of a hundred sizes and shapes swarm across the
tarmac and are swept away by point defense and APfire.

But always, there are nore to take the place of the ones knocked out, and nore, and nore..

It becones evident that what the machines could not acconplish with three extrenely |arge and
power ful machines, they are now attenpting to carry out through wei ght of nunbers. No one 1.1.1
machi ne massing | ess than one netric ton could possibly inflict any significant damage on mny arnor
or defensive systens, no nore than could a single man arned with a knife. But together, with tens
of thousands of themlinking together and acting in concert...

I notice one shape outside which is not a nachine. Zeroing in on the linping, staggering figure, |
realize that it is Lance Leader Shari Barstowe, fornmerly Technici an Barstowe, whose mnistrations
hel ped break the hold the 10!"! had upon ny m nd.
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Wheel i ng suddenly, | nmove toward her The damage to my suspension is so severe that |, too, am
linping, but in a few seconds | have passed her, noving ny rear access hatch into a position which
will allowher to reach it easily. Hostile /././ machines dart, hover, and swarm | catch a three-

meter floater with a full load of high-velocity flechettes as it tries tofoUow Shari Barstowe into
the entrance; as soon as she is in, | close and seal the hatch, then accelerate toward the ruins
ahead. Though they will provide little in the way of cover, | feel vul nerable and exposed here on

t he open tarnac.

"Thanks, Hector," she says over ny battle channel. "I... | didn't expect to see you again."
"How many others are left?

"I don't think... | can't raise anybody, Hector. | think we're aU that's left!"

"W have fulfilled our primary mssion."

There was a pause. "Yeah. Yeah, | guess we have at that."

"I intend to elimnate as nmany of the Enenmy as possible,” | told her. "Since this battle began
1°!"!l machi nes have been converging on this area fromall over the planet, which gives us the
opportunity to do them consi derabl e damage. There are still several nmillion people on O oud. By

reduci ng the nunber of 1.1.1 machines, we nmight make a difference for them At l|east, for a
while."

"Do it, Hector," she tells ne. "Whatever it takes...."
Aboard the Spartacus, Jaine watched the big nmonitor displaying the view aft. Already, Coud's

389 horizon was showing a distinct curve; dark gray clouds, darkening with the twilight, hid the
surface of the world; west, two suns hung just above a horizon touched with gold and fire-silver
ina brief, brilliant second suns-set.

"Hector..." The name escaped his |lips, alnbst a noban. So nany had sacrificed thenmselves in that
| ast, violent paroxysmin the spaceport. Jaine felt nunb.

Alita was studying the readouts on her own monitor. "Hector... he's firing mssiles. | think he's
trying to take out the rest of the machines, all by hinmself! They're | ooping out... armng
thensel ves. Now they're headed back. | think he's targeting the spaceport with nukes!"”

Jai me kept watching. Watching..

A tiny patch of dark gray cloud directly astern of the Spartacus ignited suddenly in a |light that
rivaled the distant twin suns. The |ight spread, growing briefly brighter, then slowy faded. The
cl ouds thensel ves seened troubl ed, bul ging up, then opening into the faniliar rounded rmushroom
shape, its base lit by seething, silent fires.

And tnen the flare of |light was gone as Cloud itself dwindled in the screen. "He's as good as his
word," Alita said. "He swept the corridor clean. | don't register a single clacker ship within
twenty thousand klicksl™

"I have three targets vectoring toward us," Moxl ey reported.

"They' || never catch us,
Jai nme. "Jai me? You okay?"

Alita replied. "W're going hyper in fifteen seconds.” She gl anced at

"Yeah. | was just thinking ,.. that data he uploaded. It's our passport to the G aks. Battle
pl ans, Deploynents. | didn't get to nore than glance at it after it came through, but I'mwlling
to bet it'll be what the G aks need to stop the clackers cold." He chuckled. "They wanted Hector

to help themin their war. My guess is that the data we're carrying is the equivalent of a couple
of thousand Bol os."

"Maybe," AUta said. "But there was only one Hector."

"Yeah." H s eyes searched the screen, where C oud was now a sl ender, quickly receding silver
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crescent set near the double star. "I wonder if Hector could have survived his own nukes?"

Alita studied her nmonitor for a nonent, unwilling, or unable to ook at him That doesn't seem
very likely, does it?"

"No. | guess not." He sighed. "The clackers know they've been in a fight, I'llbet. This mght help
the people we're | eaving behind."

"We' || be back for them soneday, Jaine," Alita said, and her voice carried absolute conviction
"We can't let Hector have died for nothing."

Cl oud vani shed on the screen, and a nonent later, the stomach-knotting strangeness of the
transition to hyper-L swept through Jaine's body.

W'l be back, he thought.
It was a pronise he intended to keep
EPI LOGUE

The battle conpartnment was pitch-black, save for the fitful flicker of a fewsnall fires and
sparking wires. Part of the conmpartment had bul ged i nward, knocking over a junpseat and springing
open a nunber of bul khead | ocker doors.

Coughing in the snoky, hot, close air, Shari struggled to her feet and nade her way, |eaning
heavily on seat backs and weckage, to the control console. She had to duck |low to work her way
beneat h the 360-di splay and sink at last into the enbrace of the watch officer's seat. By touch
al one, her fingers played across an auxiliary keyboard; the touch panels were out.

That Hector was wecked was obvi ous, though she had reason to believe nbst of his interna
structure, inside his war hull, was nore or less intact. She was intact, after all, despite the
detonation of not one but two multiple-megaton nucl ear warheads within a few hundred neters of
Hector's hull. His fusion plants had not SCRAMed, and though the mains were offline, reserve power
was on.

The question was, was his nmind still intact? Was die real Hector still there, or had the bl ast
wi ped the Bolo s sel f-awareness along with Stardown's spaceport?

As she typed, a nonitor above the console canme to life, flooding the dark roomwith a pale green
gl ow.

RESERVE PONER: ON CONFI GURATI ON SUBSYSTEM ACCESS

"Code Tango VD 9," she typed. After a pause, she added: "Override Security A Code DE 1-1."
ACCESS GRANTED

So far, this was all automatic stuff. Wuld he boot? Could he boot... ?

Her fingers clattered across the keyboard. If Hector, the real Hector was still alive, then

anyt hing, anything at all was possible. The Brotherhood could be rebuilt, here on C oud. The
machi nes, those few that were left, could be fought. In time, with factories, with rolling mlis
wi th heavy equi prent assenbly plants, even Hector's body might be rebuilt, and the fight agai nst
the !'.1°!l could go on and on until every last one of the murdering nachi nes was w ped away, and
Cl oud was free once nore.

If Hector was still alive.

"Initiate primary power-on reset," she typed.
MAI N PONER ON. POAER FEED AT. 19% OPTI MAL. PSYCHOTRONI C | NI TI ATI ON ARRAY, | NTECGRI TY CHECK: PASSED

Low- | evel energency lights winked on in the Battle Center, filling the conpartnent with a coo
green illumnation, as the final power start-up line wote itself across her screen

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...mer%20-%20B0l0%208%20B0l0%20Rising%20Txt.txt (176 of 177) [2/4/2004 11:27:24 PM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/K eith%20L aumer%20-%20B ol 0%6208%20B 0l 0%20Ri sing%20Txt.txt

PRI MARY POWNER- ON RESET COWPLETE.

"Initiate bootstrap-load procedure."

BOOTSTRAP LOADER START- UP: SUCCESSFUL.

BOOTSTRAP | NTEGRI TY CHECK: PASSED

NUCLEUS | NI TI ALI ZATI ON PROGRAM LQADI NG. . .

An agony of seconds craw ed past before the "LOADI NG' changed on the screen to " SUCCESSFUL. "

RESI DENT OPERATI NG SYSTEM ROUTI NES LOADED BUI LDI NG | N- MEMORY DI RECTORI ES | NI TI ATI NG PSYCHOTRONI C
ARRAY CASCADE

BOOT PROCESS COWPLETE

Shari allowed herself a small, |low whistle of relief. Hector's base operating system and
psychotronic hardware were intact. They'd nmade it this far....

"Initiate Bolo Prinmary personality sequencing," she typed. PRI MARY PERSONALI TY SEQUENCI NG
I NI TI ATED. WATT

Shari waited, watching the solitary wink of the cursor on the nonitor screen. Wuld he cone back..
woul d he?. ..

Wirds printed thensel ves across the screen.
BOLO PRI MARY PERSONALI TY | NI TI ATED. GREETI NGS, My COVMANDER. yes!...

The End
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