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Synopsi s:
Book two in the Quest series. An alien hands

JimEndicott is a man with a secret--hidden even fromhinself. Encoded
somewhere in his DNA, entwined with the nystery of his birth, is a
cybernetic weapon that can alter the bal ance of power in the gal axy.

Yet all Jimknows is that he has been turned down by the Space Acadeny
and rejected by Cat, the woman who taught himto love. And to nmake

t hi ngs worse, he is being pursued by two alien operatives--one sworn to
destroy and the other to save him

O fered sanctuary and a position of honor on the planet Al bagens by his
alien ally, Korkal, Jimdeclines both. He knows that he rnust take his
destiny into his own hands, no matter what the cost.

On a planet where life itself is for sale, Jimbecomes a nercenary, a
warrior for hire to the highest bidder. There, in an unforgiving
canpai gn of planetary conquest, Jim assunmes for the first time the

i nperatives of command, and learns the first and nost difficult |esson
of his career. Amdst the horrifying brutality of high-vacuum war, he
di scovers which side he is really on

Jims place is with the Free Planets. The secret encoded in his DNA
can be a weapon for either good or evil, but it must be controlled only
by a force both willing and ethical. Jimrealizes that he nust becone
that force.

To forestall the conquest that threatens all that is enduring in

t he gal axy, Jimnust swallow his wounded pride and accept the hel p of
the nysterious entity known as Delta. Soon he finds hinself preparing
to battle the dreaded Hunzza Fl eet, the deadliest arnada the Universe
has ever known, arned to destroy not only Jims home planet but the
very star that Gave himlife.

In this second QUEST FOR Tonorrow novel, the faned Star Trek star and
aut hor continues a series that is crackling with high-tech action, rich
wi th nmenorabl e characters, and bright with the glow of a I egend in the
maki ng. Each carefully researched adventure is conplete with a speci al
bi bl i ography designed to assure scientific accuracy, provide essenti al
gui dance, and suggest fascinating directions to explore.



Wor | d-famous Captain Kirk, WIliam Shatner is now cel ebrated as a best
selling author of science fiction adventure. In Alien Hands is the
second in his QUEST FOR TOVORROW seri es.
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It had started out as a hiss--a nere hint of a sound--sonething akin
to the sibilant sigh of a serpent. Then gradually through the years,

the sound inside ny head increased in volunme. It was like sitting
besi de a radi o, searching for sound yet receiving none, giving only
that enpty static that spoke at nothing. 1've heard of the nusic of

t he spheres, but surely this was not it.

I found there was a nane to what | was hearing: tinnitus, and it was
driving me mad. |1'd like to dedicate this book to those people | have
visited working in research and clinical studies. They have nmade the
worl d once again a glorious place. To the doctors at the Oregon Health
Sci ence University, Robert Johnson Ph.D., and Jack Vernon, Ph.D." and
the people at the American Tinnitus Association (they need research
fundi ng, by the way), and especially the kind, mnistrating nedic ants
at the University of Maryland, Dr. Pawel Jastreboff in particular
Thank you, thank you, thank you. May you help others as you have

hel ped me



are products i real.
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To Bill Quick, in whose friendly hands this book resides. O her hands
t hat hel ped al ong the way, or at |east appl auded:

Caitlin Blasdell John Sil bersack Ji m Burns

My t hanks.



"A reasonabl e probability is the only certainty.

- - EDGAR WATSON HOWE

"Somet hi ng magni ficent is taking place here anid the cruelties and
tragedi es, and the suprene challenge to intelligence is that of making
t he nobl est and best in our curious heritage prevail."

--CHARLES A. BEARD

tOO ama rare Pattern." --aWy LONELL
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Targos, called the Hunter, contenpl ated the demands of his own gene
pool. He was not without a sense of hunor, at |east what passed for
such anong the dour, saurian Hunzza. And so he understood that his
reaction to what he had found in the weckage of Delta' s satellite was
not entirely a product of the nature of the fred.

"I hunt because | am" he nurmured as he reviewed the results of his
tests on the fragnent he had found. Then he |aughed. Wth Thargos, as
with all of his race, nuch that was carried out verbally in other
speci es was consunmated for himw th facial expressions. His |laughter
was expressed as a rapid, rhythmc blinking of the green conpound eyes
set on either side of his long, snhouted skull. A Terran, com ng on
Thar gos unawares, would have thought: What a weird alligator, with

t hose green softball eyes.

"I am therefore |I hunt," Thargos added, acknow edgi ng the

nodi fications Darwin's iron hand had i nposed on his DNA. It was in the
fit of the two statenents that he found hunor. It was a very Hunzzan
joke. He presuned his delight init contributed to the generalized
perception that the Hunzza had no sense of hunor at all.

He stopped blinking and closed his eyes. The bits he'd snared offered
only the gauziest of hints: shards of conputer technol ogy, not old or
new, but different--a hint at the secret the Terrans were runored to
possess, and which had attracted his fanous attention; and a nane.

Jim Endicott. A human boy.

Thargos was not afraid to know when he didn't know. But he did
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fear ignorance in general and sought to erase it ruthlessly within
hinmsel f. He knew the nane and little else. The first stroke becane
obvi ous: find the boy.

In his experience, fromsmall steps mght conme edifices of know edge.
Thargos privately regarded hinmself not so much a hunter as a buil der
But he kept that conceit hidden fromhis fellows. Among the |ess
reimed of his own race, such creativity could be considered a deficit.
Certainly it would be thought odd.

Better to let them believe he was only a hunter and a killer. They
woul d understand that well enough.

K orkal Emut Denai rubbed his aching thigh. Hi s people had once wal ked
on four |legs, and even after ages of evolutionary accomodation to the
physi cal demands of intelligence, they didn't Iike to stand notionl ess
for long periods of tine. GCetting older didn't help any, either, he

t hought .

"I told you, Captain Sir, it was an error. A mstake, nothing nore. My
ship is old and prone to breaking down. W didn't receive the beacon's
automatic warning. As sinple as that."

H s voice was breathy. He had trouble wapping his | ong pink tongue
around the trickier consonants of the Terran | anguage, but he could
make hinsel f understood. At |east he thought so, though this stiff
bonehead of a Terran Navy officer acted as if he couldn't understand a
word of it.

"Rermove your vessel fromthis restricted area inmediately or we wll
destroy you," the officer said. This was his third repetition of the
same mantra. Korkal was beginning to think he neant it.

"Yes, of course," Korkal replied. "W are having drive problens,

you understand. It will be just alittle Ionger."

"Renmove your vessel--"

Korkal turned away fromthe screen and tuned himout. He |ooked at his
chief intelligence officer, and said, "How nuch | onger?"

The COinterrupted her labors to say, "It's definitely Thargos.

ing for? Didhe fred it? Were did he go? | can't stall this iron
backed captain forever. Wat was that?."

"Some sort of nuclear torpedo. Twenty-negaton yield. | think they
call it a warning shot." The Cl O sounded noderately shaken
"Skypack in heaven!" Korkal turned back to his screen. "All right,

we' re goi ngF

The Terran commander nodded. "Very good, sir. W'IlIl tag along to make
sure you don't get lost."



"Yes. Wiy don't you do that?" Korkal closed his eyes. "Touchy pack
rogue, isn't he?"

So the Hunter was here. How intensely ... interesting. Wat was he
hunti ng?. And did he know anot her was hunting hinf?

Korkal felt the reaction drives kick in and allowed hinself to relax a
bit. So Delta and his satellite were both gone, and Thargos the Hunter
had come sniffing around the ruins. But why Thargos, whomthe nmasters
of the Hunzzan Enpire generally reserved for only the nost inportant

t asks?

Per haps those masters now felt the prinitive and insignificant Terrans
were inportant? |If so, that was worrisonme indeed

Because the Terrans were inportant. At |east Korkal's people, the
Al bagens, thought so. Wich meant Korkal Enut Denai thought so, too.

Fi nd Thargos, he thought. and the Hunter

Intellectually, JimEndicott had been expecting it. Enotionally, it
was a boot in the groin, and he hadn't expected that at all

For a nonent he thought his heart had stopped. Then he realized it was
his heart that was pounding in his ears |like a huge slow drum

"So you're going back to Terra?" he said. He was proud of hinself.
H s voi ce sounded steady and unconcerned. Very mature.

"Do you know your whole face just turned bright red?" Cat aid.
"It's hot in here."”

"Jim we're outdoors. See? Sky, trees, park. And the breeze is
cool . "

She took his el bow and gui ded himtoward a nearby bench. They sat, the
perfune of gene-altered tulips rising about them "Say sonething," she
sai d.

"I don't know what to say." Should he beg? Yes, he should. "Cat,
pl ease..."

"Jim listen to me." She took his hands in her own. Her fingers were
dry and warm '3"hings are fine with us. Never better. 1Isn't this
the tine to let things end? People always break up when they're angry
and m serable. |Is that what you want to happen? |Is that what you want
to renmenber?"

He licked his |lips and shook his head.

"I have to go. The Plebs need ne. And | need them You knowit. You
know why. "

"You need them nore than me?" He saw the winkle of hurt in her eyes
and wi shed he could take it back. But deep in his mnd a tiny worm
twi sted awake and whi ned, This can't be happening, |' mot ready.

And suddenly he was sick of hinself. He had never imagined hinself to
possess that snake of needi ness whinpering, Me. |'mnot ready yet. You



are, but |' mmot. Me, nme, nme... For the first time in his life, Jim
Endi cott was appal | ed by hinsel f.

"Ch, jeez, Cat, I'msorry. | didn't nean that. O course
understand. | do understand."

She squeezed his hands, and this touch of her strength pierced him as
not hi ng had before. He felt tears well in his eyes.

"Ch, dim Don't cry."
She sounded desolate. He blinked. "No, | won't."

But of course he did, and this was the worst of his body's treacher,
for try as he would, he couldn't help blam ng her for it. H s anger
was unworthy of him-and her--but he couldn't escape it. Though he
despised hinself for it, it was his. And for a nmonent he hated her for
maki ng hi m see what he was, for unmasking this unexpected ugliness

i nsi de hinself.



Know t hysel f! the sages taught. But if this kind of know edge was
part of growi ng up, he would rather stay a boy forever. The secret the
wi se nen kept to thensel ves was that manhood was pain.

Home was ... honme. Everything here was physically still the same: the
same famliar bed, the sane brown curtains, the same orderly cabinets
that held his things---the stuff he now thought of as the possessions
of a dimy renenbered child.

It was all different, invisibly clawed by |oss. Everywhere he | ooked
he saw the man he'd thought was his father. Carl Endicott, who had
loved him lied to him and finally died for him He didn't know how
to deal with Carl Endicott's ghost.

The faint rush of conditioned air shifted slightly as his door cracked
open. "JinP"

"Yes, Morn."

He felt her cone closer, and saw once again her tear-streaked
fierceness as a flash of bright menmory: she had snarl ed when she fought
Delta for his Iife and her owmn. And she had forgiven himfor killing
the man she loved. That he loved. Wy couldn't he for give

hi nsel f 2.

"Cat just told ne she's going back to Terra."
"Yes."

"Ch, Jinmmy." Her cool fingers touched the back of his neck, tangled
t hensel ves in his chestnut hair. "It hurts, right?"

He felt the warm huff of her breath on the fine hairs at the nape of
his neck as she bent over him "She does |ove you. You nust try to
understand that. But she has to go. And sonehow you have to find it
in yourself to accept that, to respect it. And to go on."

"I know, Morn. | know "

The bed creaked faintly as she sat. "I haven't told you what Delta
told me when we were together." "Mm.."

"I think it has a bearing on this. On everything. | debated whether
to tell you at all, but I imally decided keeping it fromyou would be a

m st ake. Your father kept things fromyou for your own good. He neant
well, but | think it was wong."

Jimclosed his eyes. That scab was not even partly heal ed, and he
feared ripping open the wound again. Unconsciously he rubbed his
stomach, as if the pain were there.

"You know your real nother hid a secret nessage in your DNA
patterns."

"Real, Morn? M real nother? But what's real? You're ny rea

not her--the only one | ever knew-and Dad was mny real father... until |
killed him And you know what? Not one dammed bit of it seens real at
all. Especially whatever it is inside ne that |I never asked for and

sure as hell never wanted. That was what caused all..
"All this."

He gri maced.



"Jim Look at nme."

He swiveled slowy in his chair. Tabitha Endicott's features were set
and bl eak, as if she feared any expression. As if her face m ght
br eak.

"It isn't your fault. None of it. Not one bit!"
“"Mom | killed Dad."

"Listen to me carefully, JimEndicott. That was an accident. You act
as if you nmurdered him But nurder conmes fromthe heart, and there was
no murder in you. Not for him You were doing your best to protect us
all. A sixteen-year-old boy. And Carl died because of that. |If you
have to bl ane anybody, blame him"

She licked her lips and spoke with an intensity that sent shivers up
Jim s spine.

"I blame him" she said.
"Mom . ."

"I do, Jim Your dad was a strong man. Maybe too strong. He kept
things to hinself. No doubt he thought it was for our protection. But
he made that decision, and fromit cane everything else. |If you had
known the truth, you would have done things differently. You woul dn't
have sneaked your application to the Acadeny and let Delta find us at
last. If I had known, | would have tok] you. But | didn't know
either. Because Carl Endicott didn't tell us. Do you understand what
' m sayi ng?."

"Mom you can't blanme Dad. He was only trying to do the best he
could."”

"Qur lives were at risk, and he never told us. Once, | told nyself |
understood that. But Jim it was a crine. 1In the end | believe he
knew that. And he paid the price for it."

As she spoke, her eyes seened to suck all the light fromthe room Jim
felt his nuscles freeze with horror.

"Don't say that. Mrrn, please... | can't take it. | killed him and
you're saying it was all right. That it was some kind of judgnent."

"An accident, judgnent, whatever--as easy to say life killed him O
Delta. O that worman he loved a long tine ago, |oved enough to save
her boy and bring himup as his owmn. Jim.. sometines things just
happen. | don't blame himfor that, only for sone of the choices he
made. He owed you--us better

"But | loved him Mm | still love him | mss himso nuch. And
can't stand knowi ng..."

In the dimlight he saw tears gleanming in her eyes. "I love him too.
But he died in an accident, son, an accident that had nothing to do
with you except you were there. He might as well have been struck by
['ightning."



"I pulled the trigger. | ired the shot that killed him™"

"No! That woman, your real nother, killed him and | wll never
forgive her for that!"

Jim | ooked down at his forearnms and saw goose bunps crawling on his
ski n.

"Ch, Mom | can't... | can't..." He could hardly breatle. "She put it
inyou. Al the death came fromit. Fromthose who lusted for it. And
worse, fromthose who will lust for it. It's still there. And you

know what it is, what it has to be, don't you?" Nunbly, he shook his
head.

"It's the secret of the mind arrays, Jim Nothing el se nakes sense.
Carl knew, and he hid it fromyou. He knew Delta would tear the whole
Conf ederati on apart to nake sure nobody el se di scovered the truth."

"It's worse than that, |I think," Jimsaid slowy, realizing that on
some deep | evel he already knew, and had known ever since Delta

unl ocked it and sucked it out of him "It's the plans for better
arrays. Stronger ones. Mybe even nore dangerous. She had a year to
work on them Delta knew that." He |ooked down, suddenly ashaned

wi t hout knowi ng why. "Dad nust have known, too." They stared at each
ot her.

Finally she blinked. "Yes, of course. What else could it be? GCod,

how | hate her."



"Maybe she didn't have any choice either, Mom Maybe nobody has a
choice. Not in the end."

She came off the bed and took himin her arms. Her strength was
pai nf ul

"You cannot--you nust not--believe that, Jim To be human is to
choose. But for your father's death you had no choice. No choice at
all. Someday you'll know that, and be able to forgive yourself."

"When, Morn? Wien will that be? | don't know where | canme from And
now | don't know where |'m going."

She hugged himtighter, because she had no answer for that except her
i mpl acabl e | ove.

"My poor baby."
"No, Mom not a baby. Not anynore.”
For the first tine he began to understand what he had lost. It was too

great for tears. Like all the other childish things, even tears had
been taken from him

He had no idea what night be left.
NTERORBI T CONTROL
INN En RIN S; A 101 3:20 HOUr is GVTI

At any given time approximately twenty thousand shuttles, satellites,
orbiters, transfer tugs, freighters, passenger liners, and fl eet
vessel s were noving through the crowded inner orbital space surrounding
Terra. No human mind could keep track of it all. The machines did
that. Humans watched, and waited for the inevitable alarnms when the
machi nes found somet hing they didn't understand.

"Take a | ook at this one," Junior Controller Mnitor First C ass Akwabi
Sasteeka said to his supervisor, Gff Wakanoto.

"Take a | ook at what?" She | eaned over his shoul der and peered at his
screen.



"Right there." He touched a set of nunbers that had begun to flash
red.

"I see it." Nobody else does. According to the conputers, it just
vani shed

Her finely trinmed eyebrows rose against her ivory forehead.

"What are you tal king about? Ships don't just vanish." "This one
did." "Scoot over."

He did. She scrunched in next to him took his skull set, and | ogged
herself into his nmonitor. "You're right. Gone."

"A Con Fleet cargo ship."

She nodded, her eyes closed as data flowed directly into her nind
" Shut up."

Sast eeka watched Gaffs |ips as she unconsciously whi spered al oud the
conversation she'd initiated with Fleet Inner Ring Control. "You guys
just lost a freighter. Says here its cargo is classified. How
classified? Wat should we be worryi ng about ?"

Her |ips stopped nmoving. Sasteeka waited until she slipped off the
headgear .

"What is it?"

"Start rerouting everything away fromthe projected flight path.
Ten-t housand-ki |l oneter globe. Till we can find out what happened

"Huh? Gail, what was it?"

"Cargo vessel. Transferring nukes ground side fromthe dam aged
orbital forts."

"Jesus. Nukes?"
"CGet busy. GCet it done," she told him

Targos contenpl ated t he advant ages of advanced technol ogy as he
supervi sed the storage of the four nucl ear weapons



he'd sal vaged fromthe destruction of the Con Fleet cargo vessel
Ugly, primtive things that glittered Iike the children's toys they
were. He stowed theminside oversize field cages that would entirely
mask their crude radiation. Wen that was done, he reviewed the
operation through which he'd obtained them

After sone thought he decided it had been a success. The energies he'd
used shoul d have been undetectable by the Terrans' rudi mentary scanning
capabilities, just as his shadow ship was invisible to them On their
screens it would appear the freighter had sinply vani shed. One nore
nmystery of the space | anes.

But the nukes night cone in handy. He had discovered their location in
the sane place he'd found other data. The Terran information systemns
were not as secure as they believed. Not, at least, from beings who
possessed nodern technol ogies. And the Hunzza prided themnmsel ves on the
sharp edges of their science, a science respected and feared by their
nei ghbors and potential enem es.

Rightfully so, he nmused. The nukes were indeed primtive, but if you

i ntended nmurder, a stone ax mght serve as well as a gravity disrupter
He didn't know yet whether he would be able to fred the boy, or what
steps he would take if he did. It mght" be that his only option would
be to termnate JimEndicott. |If that turned out to be the case, a
nmyst eri ous acci dent involving one of the Terrans' own nukes woul d
betray no trace of his own claws on the matter

When one hunted, it was best to be prepared for any eventuality. Thus
far he was satisfied he had nade the necessary preparations.

"Set course for the Terran col ony planet Wl fbane," he instructed his
chief pilot.

H s | anbent green eyes glittered with anticipation. The spoor of the
prey burned on his tongue. One human boy. Not nuch of a challenge for
him but it would have to do.

He smiled. This baring of serrated fangs was not, among his people, a
sign of friendship or hunmor. It reflected the white glimer oia
boni er, nore basi c hunger

HANDS

Everyt hi ng around hi mwas charged with nmenories. Once the Wl fbane
spaceport had been just a place. Now it was crowded with recollections
of fear. He had fled here and hi dden here and escaped fromhere. Now
he sinply wal ked, Cat on his right side, Tabitha on his left. He

carried Cat's suitcase. It contained everything of her life on Wl f
bane with himand seened nmuch too small for that weight. He carried
that load inside himself as well, and it was choking him

"Well, thisis it. | guess." He heard his own words as a buzzing

t hrough di stance. They stopped near the boarding gate. "Let me take
that," she said. He handed the suitcase over. "Jim.."

He put out his arms, and she stepped into them The clean snell of her
golden hair filled his nose with dry fragrance. Her bones felt thin
and fragile though he knew they weren't. He buried his face on her
neck. Hi s Iips noved agai nst her skin. "l... Cat... such a waste."



Her own voice was a warm si bilance against his ear. "No, Jim Not a
waste. | love you, Jinmmy. But |I can't love only you. | can't let you
have ny whole life. | just can't. Tell nme you understand that nuch.
Don't spoil everything now "

But | don't understand!

He wanted to shout it into her ear and sonehow nake her know the
enornous | osses he had suffered. Hi s past was gone and his future,
too, and now she was | eaving and taking his pre sent with her. He had
nothing left but his anger, and he would die rather than show that to
her .

hey say," he husked, "that if you really |ove sonething, you have to be

able tolet it go. I... think that's bullshit."
She noved against him "You're not letting ne go. You still have ne.
Here." She reached up and gently tapped his skull. "And here." She

st epped back and brushed her fingertips across his chest.

They stared at each other. Then her gaze snoked over, and she lifted

her suitcase. -



"A kiss," she said.

He bent forward. It was a polite peck on the lips. They m ght have
been brother and sister.

“dim I|..."
"No," he said. "I love you, Cat."

She stared at him Then she nodded, turned, and wal ked slowmy into the
boarding corridor. He watched her shape dinminish into perspective,
though it felt to himas if he were shrinking. "JinP"

"What, Morn?"
She searched his face. "W should go."

He said pothing. After a while she took his hand and | ed hi m away as
if he were still a little boy.

He was so angry.

Jimcane out of the night searching for things as dead as the pyram ds.
He saw the fire first as a flicker, then a breeze-tossed beat of |ight
agai nst the dark. The eternal flane of the Spacer's Menori al

H s shoes crunched softly as he crossed the gravel verge, then went
silent on grass black in the nmoonlight. As he wal ked a wind cane up
and licked his face with chill. He shifted his backpack uneasily. The
reflection of the fire glimrered doubly in his eyes as he approached
the great plaque and its list of the holy dead. The unread nanes
seened to whisper across vast reaches toward him they cried out for
remenbr ance.

| have nothing for you. he thought. Do you have anything for ne?

The Solis Space Acadeny demanded his parents' genotypes, and they were
ei t her gone or unknown. The Acadeny had filed his own genotype, and it
was a horror of secret know edge. Wthout the Acaderny, the white ships
woul d never be his. Did that nean the dream was dead wi th everything
el se?

He didn't know. Maybe only the dead knew. And so he had cone here to
stir the ashes of his hope, to listen to the silence in his heart.

An orca-ow cried out in the shadowed branches beyond the circle that
cupped its portion of fire. Soneone had cl eaned the bronze pl aque
recently. It gleaned like a coin he'd already spent. He paused before
the fire and felt its heat on his face as he bent toward it, but there
were no answers in its dance.

Al dreans die. Was that what he had | earned? Was that what Delta and
all the ghosts, old or fresh, had taught hinf

He stood with his head bowed, unwilling to read the nanes inperishably
inscribed on the cold nmetal. Not a tombstone. The corpses of these
dreaners had not returned to earthly graves. Somehow that seened
fitting.

He turned as gravel muttered stonily behind him At first he could see



only anot her shadow di ssol ving out of the night. Then he thought: What
a weird alligator, with those green softball eyes.

The creature smled at him



Korkal Enmut Denai wal ked briskly across the marbl e-clad inner

courtyard of the Hi gh Chanmberhouse of the Terran Confederation He

i gnored the stares he drew fromlines of tourists waiting to gawk at
the fanous places: the Chanmber of Deputies, the Nations Council Room
the Confederation Court, and the formal offices of the chairman. The
humans near himfell silent as he passed their lines and entered the
tall-domed rotunda that opened into the chairman's warren of cubicles.
Humans knew vaguely of the existence of alien races, but finding an

i ndi vi dual menber on their hone planet was still uncomon enough to
draw their hushed attention. He felt their collective gaze on himas a
nmyriad of small itches beneath his fur

He veered to his left, away fromthe public roonms, and approached a
smal I desk unobtrusively bl ocking an unmarked wooden door. To Korkal's
practiced eye the uniforned guard who stared up at himwas far too fit
for a man who was supposed to look like a tine-serving functionary.

"Your chip please?"

Korkal handed it over. The guard clicked it into a reader. A soft
chi ne sounded. "Go ahead, sir."

"Thank you."

The door buzzed. Korkal wal ked around the desk and pushed through into
a long, plainly carpeted corridor. Doorways opened along it into
cluttered chaotic offices where staff people waved their arms and
shouted at each other. He plodded past themw th out a gl ance and cane
to the end of the corridor, where he paused before another unmarked
wooden door. He raised his hand and knocked softly. The sound was
dull, betraying the steel beneath the wood.

"Cone in."

He turned the knob and entered. The anteroom was nedi um si zed hushed,
and dense with the aromas of power. Two nmuscular nales sitting on a

| eat her sofa stood up and turned to face him their expressions enpty
and watchful. The young woman behi nd her desk sniled at him

"She's waiting for you, M. Denai."
"hank you. Can | go in?"

"Let nme check." The assistant |owered her head into an invisible hush
screen. Korkal watched her lips nove silently. After a few words she
rai sed her head.

"Go right ahead, sir. The door's unlocked."

Korkal had | earned not to smle at humans. For some reason they found
Al bagensi an di spl ays of fang unsettling. He didn't really understand
this. After all, they did snile at each other. He settled for nodding
at the two nmen as he noved past them He noted with professiona
approval that one watched his hands and the other his face all the way
in. He was also aware he'd been scanned by systenms considerably nore
power ful than human eyes before he entered the outer hallway.

He carefully closed the door behind him pushed aside a blue vel vet
curtain, and found hinmself in the chairman's working office. He padded
across a thick gold carpet and approached the woman seated behind a



wi de mahogany desk. The top of the desk' was heaped with papers and
chip cases and fries. A half-enpty bottle of a popul ar brand of beer
stood next to her elbow, the malty scent of it strong in his nostrils.
He found this detail charm ng.

She stood, smiled, and extended her hand.
"M. Denai, it's good to see you again."

Korkal made certain his claws were fully retracted before he took her
fingers in his own stubby grip. Albagens did not shake hands wi th each
other. They bowed their heads and closed their lips to show their
fangs were hidden. Humans had al ways killed each other with their
hands. 1In their earliest days his people had done everyday nmurder with
their teeth. In some ways he under stood the Hunzza much better than
he did humans.

Prior to his only other neeting with this woman her guards had
di pl omati c status had saved himfromthat indignity.

Chnrman, he said, "as always you are beautiful ."
By his own standards she wasn't pleasing--no human was but he had
| earned that one could never insult a Terran fermale by calling her

beauti ful.

Serena Hal f Mon inclined her head in acknow edgnment of his greeting,
i f perhaps not his sentinent He found her hard to read.

What the humans called a tough cookie.

Her straight black hair was rubbed with gray. It hung | oose to her
shoul ders. Her skin was the color and texture of well-used | eather
recal ling the sunburned |ives of her Navaj o ancestors.

Her dark brown irises focused the light strangely into her pupils,

as faint white stars like those of certain sapphires. She was narrow,
angul ar, and tall, with prom nent cheekbones and a nose the pharaohs

woul d have recogni zed.

"Sit down, M. Denai." She |owered her gaze to a screen concealed in
her desktop. "I see you have rank anong your people. |

wasn't told that when we nmet before. According to this our equival ent
title would be count. Wuld you prefer | use that?"

Kor kal remenbered she'd conme to her present position after a |ong
career in the diplomatic corps. He shook his head as he found the

| eather chair in front of her desk. "Watever is the everyday title of
courtesy, Chairman. | don't use ny ancestral honorific at hone
either."”

"I see. Can | have something brought for you? A drink, a snack?"
"No thank you. Chairman, | think you and | have a problem™
"Ch? What kind of problent”

"I"ve discovered evidence of a covert Hunzzan operation here in your



system"”

He watched the stars in her eyes go still. "Hunzza?"
"Yes."

"How do you know it was Hunzza?"

Kor kal thought her a woman of acute intelligence, and he chose his
wor ds accordingly.

"I can't reveal the techniques involved, but | determned to ny
satisfaction that a craft using shadow ship technol ogy spent
considerable tine in proscribed areas containing debris fromDelta's
satellite. | was also able to identify the craft in question and
therefore its likely conmander."

"I see." She tapped an antique witing pen against her strong teeth,
unawar e, Korkal hoped, that her gesture had a specific and insulting
signi ficance anong his people. "Wat do you think this means?"

"The conmander is probably a Hunzzan agent naned Thargos. | know him
W have dealt with each other on nmany occasions. He is not to be taken
lightly, Chairman. His nmasters don't use himfor trivial matters. |If
he is here, he has good reasons, and so do they."

"I's he still here?"

"I don't know. 1'Il need access to your traffic control systems. Wth
that maybe | can learn nore."

"I don't think I can permt that, M. Denai." Ah. That was
i nteresting.

"Can you tell nme if Delta is dead?" he said.

"I don't believe | can tell you that either."

"Very well. Do you intend to tell mnmy masters, if not nme?"

She pl aced her hands flat on the desktop. Her shoul ders stiffened.

Kor kal was sonewhat skilled in reading human body | anguage, but he
couldn't tell whether she was angry, frightened, or just determined to

reveal as little as she coul d.

"Pl ease assure your superiors that the governnment of the Confederation

will continue its ongoing dialogue with the Pra'Loch of the Al bagensian
Empire." Her tone was neutral

"I will chase himanyway, you know," Korkal sd. "Wether you help ne
or not. You should also know that when | tried to contact Delta

t hrough nmy usual channels there was no reply." "I wondered why you had
cone to me personally.” "Yes. Do you think I should try to reach

Del ta agai n?"

"Tell me nore about this Thargos. Perhaps you can change ny nind about
giving you access to our traffic systens after all."

That was plain enough. Even if Delta wasn't dead, Serena Half Moon had
repl aced himas the nost powerful human on both Terra and Wl f bane. She



was no longer a figurehead nasking Delta's real power. Korkal wondered
what that nmeant for relations between Terra aQ d Al bagens.

"Certainly, Chairman. | think that given the changes in our nutual

situation the nore you know about the Hunzza the better." 'Then by all
nmeans enlighten ne, M. Denai."

Kor kal knew that, too, was a confession. He just didn't knowif it was
a truthful one.



The Al bagensi an agent returned with sone relief to his own craft and
found his chief intelligence officer waiting at the door of his private
gquarters. He opened it, waved one hand at the only chair besides his
own in his small shipboard stateroom and said, "Sit." The Cl O pulled
the chair closer to Korkal's cranped desk and settled into it. Her
brown eyes were red and filmy fromlack of sleep. A human woul d have
found her odor offensive, but Korkal nerely sniffed the reassuring
scent of the ancestral pack.

"Thargos left Sol Systemthree days ago bound for Wl f bane," she
sai d.

"You verified that?"

"The chairman's access codes let us look at everything in their traffic
control systems. Shadowship technology relies as nuch on spoofing

| arge systens as it does on materials science. | |ooked for what
wasn't there, and there he was. He wasn't exactly careless, but it was
obvi ous he doesn't know we are |ooking for him H s traces would have
been a lot harder to fred otherwise. How did you talk her into giving
us those codes, by the way?."

Kor kal gnawed absently on his right thunmb-knuckle. "le secret of
Delta's conmputer systens is Terra's only bargaining chip that neans
anything to the Great Powers. Those Powers that know of it, at |east.
Essentially that nmeans us. Wthout those computers the humans woul dn't

be at the table at all. Delta used to control that chip, but the
chairman wants ne to believe she has it now. | don't knowif that's
true. She doesn't know rmuch about the Hunzza. O tried to convince ne
she doesn't. It's hard for ne to tell when a Terran is lying. |If she

does know t he Hunzza, she would hide it. She wouldn't want us to know
she was tal king to them

"I hinted at my disbelief in Delta's death, and so she decided to give
me a taste of her new authority. |If Delta were still alive and in
power, he woul d never have all owed us access to those traffic systens
no matter what she said. But we got access."



"Wuld the chairman |ie about Delta's own systens?" the ClO asked.

"OfF course. Wether she has themor not, it's very inportant for her

t hat our government believe she does. Delta has manipul ated things so
we' ve kept the big carnivores |ike the Hunzza away from Terra's throat.
She will want to maintain that attractive status quo. So enphasize
that the Pra' Loch should test that as soon as possible. |[If those
systens are gone, we need to know. Make a note of it for ny next
report."

The C O raised her right wist to show the red recording |ight blinking
on her brace |ink

"Good. As for Thargos, three days is a strong lead. 1'd pay a lot to
know what he's after."

"I ran the usual probability correlation. Every result above 70
percent indicates a link between Delta's destructi on and what ever
Thargos is | ooking for."

Korkal 's jaw worked against his fist. There was a callus on his
knuckl e fromthe pressure of his teeth over the years.

"One frightening possibility is that Thargos hinself had sonme thing to
do with the destruction of the satellite,” he said. "It would nean the
Hunzza have | earned or at |east suspect the reason for Terra's

i nportance to us. Although the nere fact of our protection mght be
enough to attract Hunzzan attentions.”

The tip of the C1Os tongue slipped fromthe side of her blunt nuzzle,
further evidence of her exhaustion. "Delta's nysterious conmputer
system W don't know anything about it except it works and is bigger
and faster than anything we have. O that the Hunzza have, from al

i ndi cations. But frankly there have been tinmes | doubted whether it
existed at all. It seemed so convenient for Terra."

"It existed. Take nmy word for it. And now the question is whether the
Terrans still have it or was it destroyed. O has Thargos sonehow
gotten it for his masters, which would be an even bigger disaster. [|I'm
torn, C1 O Should I try to dig up answers here or chase after the
Hunt er ?"

"Tnargos saw fit to | eave, Captain. And he didn't head for Hunzzan
space. "

"Yes. He's still hunting. Something he found here sent himthere.
Very well. "Wlfbane it is." "I hope we're right." "So do I, CO
So do I."



Ji m Endi cott stared at the apparition striding across the grass
toward him

It reminded himof an alligator though it didn't ook |like one. It had
a flattened head with a | ong protrudi ng jaw beneath green baseball eyes
set into thick ridges of bone. It was about his height. It was
slimer than he was and noved with sinuous grace on squat, massive

thi ghs and calves. Its arms hung to its knees, had two sets of joints
that made it nove in an eerie, tentacle-like fashion, and ended in five
clawed fingers, two of which were opposable. It wore a tight black
suit, nmade of soft flexible material, and boots that bulged in odd

pl aces. Its jaw yawned wi de to show double rows of teeth guarding a
soft pale gullet.

Shadows rustled in the darkness beyond the circle of firelight.
Abruptly Jimfelt exposed, aware of how alone he was. It was a sharper
feeling than the loneliness that had filled his thoughts before. Tine
began to slow for himas adrenaline poured into his bl oodstream He
took a step back.

"Hel l 0," he said.

The alien kept on walking toward himas if it knew him Jimbacked up
anot her step and began to raise his hands. The alien saw this and

i medi ately stopped about three feet away. A reflexive voice in the
back of Jimls mnd noted nervously, Still in easy grabbing distance
with those | ong arns.

"Good eveni ng, young human nmale,"” the alien said. Sone part of Jim had
expected it to hiss, but its voice was deep and richly colored with
faint humm ng overtones. He had no idea if it was male, female, or
some strange alien gender. He did know he'd never seen one of these
thi ngs before, either in the flesh or in his exobiol ogy studies.

"By your standards | amnmale," the alien said. "In case it hel ps you
to think of me. Humans seem nmuch concerned with sexuality For ny
people that is hard to understand."

"You speak Terran very well." Was it reading his mnd some how?. Jim
wanted to nove farther away but, trapped in his ingrained sense of
courtesy, he was afraid that mght seem" lite. At the edge of his
peri pheral vision he saw di m shapes press- i ing closer and heard the

faint sliding whisper of feet on the grass.

Thargos | ooked away fromhimtoward the flame. "his is place of
menory, yes?"

"Yes. For those who died as humans entered space.” "A holy place
then?" "You could say that." "M name is Thargos."

The requirenents of manners took over again even though voice in his
skul I was now yammering, Run! Run away!

"Pleased to neet you, M. Thargos. M nane is Jim

He woul d have offered to shake, but the thought of setting his tint

gers into that cage of claws scared himbreathless. He flesh torn from
the neat of his palms, ripped fromthe bones on the back of his

hands.



"I know, " Thargos replied.

The nerves buried in Jims spine fired a simultaneous that nmade his
shoul der bl ades twitch. How did he know?. Mre inportant, why did he
know?.

"I followed you here in hopes of nmeeting you." ;, Jims uneasiness
peaked. He realized he was shaking deep in adrenaline fugue, ready to
fight or run. To hell with tesy. He took two |ong steps backwards.

"Huhhh... 1'd better be going now M nmom-"

Thargos flowed into the space between them as a snake deny fills a
rabbit's burrow. Hi s eyes seemed to glow. Jimhinmself tangled in
those eyes. Some kind of hypnotisn? Wth effort he broke eye contact.
H s pul se pounded in his ears. lungs felt too big for his chest. He
ri sked a qui ck glance over his shoul der and saw two nore of the
alligator things noving himfromthe rear. He lurched to one side, the
I ong nuscles | egs bunching. He felt the night air touch his face

agai n,

it brushed the sweat on his cheeks and forehead. "Wit!" Thargos
sai d.

Jimsplit the distance between Thargos and the two aliens at his back
Watch it! his inner voice rapped sharply. wet grass is slippery!

Too late. His right foot skidded as he fought for traction. haft
stunbl ed but didn't go all the way down, and this saved him.

Sonet hi ng hot and bright sizzled above his head. He bounced one fi st
of f the ground, caught hinmself, and spurted away.

The voice in his skull was scream ng: Whatthehell! \atthehell
What t hehel | !

He saw nore figures coal escing out of the night. He curved away from
them felt gravel beneath his sneakers, then solid concrete. Hi s shoes
made sl appi ng sounds as he raced across it. He punped his arms and
threw his head back. Cold air burned his throat.

The gate was less than twenty yards away. Behind himthe rasp of
furious breathing eased cl oser

Three figures filled the gate, blocking it. He made no consci ous
decision. Even the voice in his head had fallen silent. He ran in a
kind of silvery linbo, absorbing the shock of his pounding feet with
the resilience of his calves and thighs. He put his head down and ran
straight toward the figures bl ocking the gate.

He cl osed his eyes and shielded his face with his crossed arns just
before he reached them Like playing football.... He slamred into them
and felt his shoul der drive against hard muscul ar bodies. One of them
snarl ed. Then he was through. A surge of triunph qui ckened himas he
whi pped hi mseK toward the safety of the tube station on the corner

Mut ed crackling sounds filled the night behind him Flashes of light,
shouts, a single cry of pain. A chorus of big dogs barking.

The harsh light of a stunner beam caught himin full stride and | ocked



his nervous systeminto a | ong, painless spasm A fading sensation of
regret filled himas he fell. He felt the bl ow when his head struck

t he pavenent only as a sudden pressure before darkness.

The last thing he heard was the dogs still barking and snarling.



Crazily, he hoped the alligators wouldn't hurt them Then noth

Al t hough Jim hadn't noticed, it was three nmenbers of an Al bagensi an
penetration team he had barrel ed through as he raced between the gates
of the nuseum Later, Korkal's people had carried his unconscious form
to the war wagon, a lightly minored gray-van they'd brought planet side
with their squad. The van had been subtly altered so that it m ght

pass as a Terran vehicle, since Korkal had decided the mssion called
for stealth rather than naked frepower.

Now he squatted anxiously over the sleeping boy. He was reasonably
sure Jim had suffered nothing worse than a stun beam and a bunped head,
but he worried that it was taking so long for the boy to cone around.
"W shoul d have brought a nedical kit for humans,” he told his Cl O She
panted softly fromher recent exertions as she exam ned the swollen
brui se on Jim s forehead.

"We didn't know we were conming into a firefight over this kid.

That's the right word, kid, isn't it?"

Kor kal nodded.

"It's a good thing we played it safe and cane in the war wagon . with
a full penetration team or we wouldn't have himnow " the Cl O said.
She snorted. "Sonme spies we are. You' d think the Wltbane authorities
woul d notice a pitched battle in one of their public parks, wouldn't

you?"

"It was only stunners, thank Skypack. Nothing got blown up. Howis
he?"

"He has a strong pul se although it's fast for a human. Natural enough
after what just happened to him But he's young. |If there



isn't any skull damage, he should be all right. | think. 1'mno
nmedi cal officer, especially not when it comes to Terries."

Kor kal |eaned forward; by human standards he was nildly nearsighted.
Beneath the harsh overhead |ight of the small gray van they called the
war wagon, the boy's face |ooked thin and drawn. There were lines
beginning to formin the snooth skin at the corners of his eyes. From
what he knew that was unusual. The boy nust have endured stresses not
usual for a child his age.

The C O pushed a flop of Jims hair out of the way for a better |ook at
the wound. A brown crust had fornmed over a cut in the center of the
bruise. At her touch the boy flinched and I et out a soft mpan. Hi s
eyel i ds qui vered.

"I think he's conming around."

"Good. Wien he wakes up, maybe we can fred out why Thargos rushed al
the way from Terra |l ooking for him N ce job tracking down the Hunter
so quickly, by the way."

"Thanks. He didn't know we were | ooking, and so he didn't take
precautions, thank Skypack. He thought he was only dealing with
Terrans and Wl f bane security. Now he knows better."

"Yes. It seems even the Hunter can succunb to conplacency. No |onger
t hough. | hope this JimEndicott is worth bl owi ng our cover."
"Thargos got away," the Cl O noted

"OfF course. As soon as he saw our team coning through the gate he
slithered in the opposite direction as fast as he could go. The Hunter
hasn't survived this long by taking chances with his personal hide."

"Hunzza don't slither. And do | detect a hint of admration?"

Kor kal showed his fangs. "Mitual understanding. |'mfond of ny hide,
too."

"\What happened?" Jim Endicott said. "Were aml?"
" Ibans," Thargos said. "Wat the Seventh Cold Hell were Al bans doing
there? And who were they?."

He and his battered snatch teamwere rising rapidly through the night
toward the | ow orbit where his shadow ship waited. He |ooked at the
three with him They were lucky to be here at all. That had been a
full Al ban penetration team The first three through the gate had been
followed by five nore, all heavily armed. |If they'd used anything nore
than stunners, he and his people would still be in the park, probably
as charred bl ack spots on the grass. He clicked his teeth in
frustration.

Everyt hi ng had changed now. He'd thought he had a clear field to
snatch the boy, with no one the wiser. Terran technol ogy would not be
able to detect his ship. Al bagensian science was anot her natter
entirely. He turned to the communit that was his link to the shadow
ship

"Security status,"” he said. H's voice was soft but burred with
t ensi on.



A di senbodi ed voice replied, "Buttoned up tight. W have class one
spoofing enabled, and all watches on energency status." "Have you
found that Al ban ship yet?"

After a pause, "No. Their technology is equal to ours. Still, we
ought to be able to fred themif they are in single orbit, but it wll
take a while. And if they are hiding in that junble of freighters

waiting to off-load, we'll have to crack Wl fbane traffic control to
see if we can search themout that way." "Do it." "Yes, sir."
Thargos turned away fromthe communi cator. "Blast the luck!" Yet he

knew t hat was an evasion. Luck was what you got after you did
everything el se right, and he'd made a major nistake in assuming it was
only the Terries he had to deal with. The Al bans nust have found him
with ridicul ous ease. He was probably lucky they hadn't blown his
shadow craft out of orbit in some kind of spectacul arly phony accident.
If their roles had been reversed, he certainly would have done exactly
t hat .

Al ba and Hunzza weren't officially at war. Not yet. But elenents of
their fleets had been rubbi ng up agai nst each other, and the nunber of
fatal "incidents" was nounting. The politicians on both sides were
still pretending a peaceful resolution was possible, but the fleet
conmanders knew better. So, evidently, did whoever was running the
pack of Al bans that had waylaid him D scovering that was the first
itemon his immedi ate agenda.



Vll, not quite the first. "How nuch |longer?" he asked the pilot of
the small shuttlecraft.

"Just about now. "

The nmenbranes covering Thargos's green eyes flickered. A nonent |ater
a loud clang resounded through the hull. Thargos waited while the
ship-seals were initiated and then began to clinb out of his seat. The
round door irised into the wall and light flooded into the dim
interior. Faces peered at himout of the glare.

"It's about time!" he said as he clanbered through. "Ilgan, what kind
of teamdid you bring?."

The master of the larger vessel cocked his head as if listening to
voi ces only he could hear. "As you ordered, sir. A fully equipped
battl e conpany. Twenty troops and all their equipnent. And this
attack boat, of course.”

"Good. Unless that thrice-damed Al ban has | anded sonmething sinmlar,

we might pull this out yet. |If we hurry. Mke sure every body
understands that, if possible, the human boy isn't to be harmed. |
want himin one piece. O course you may kill every

Al ban you see. "Sir?." "Yes."

"What if it's not possible? To capture the human.”

Thargos flicked his double el bows in and out of joint as he considered
After a noment he opened his nmouth wide. H s humm ngbird tongue

vi brated across his teeth. "If there's no other option? Kill him
too."

K orkal was inpressed with the way the young human nai ntai ned his
equanimty. The boy's green eyes focused on his own wi thout
waveri ng.

"I know What you are," the boy said. "You' re Al bagensians." Korka
renenbered to keep his fangs hidden and inclined his head instead. No
sense in | ooking any nore fearsome than necessary.

Over the ten Terran years he had functioned as the secret internediary
between Delta and the Al bagensian Enpire he'd made it his business to

| earn everything he could about humans, their ways of thinking, their
cultures and histories, and anything el se he could find that night help
hi mto understand them

H s own nmasters wanted nmore fromhimthan just a conduit for nessages
fromthe enigmatic Delta. They demanded his interpretations of those
nmessages, the social and cultural contexts for them and estimates of
Delta's thoughts and intentions. |t had been difficult for himbecause
humans, though warm bl ooded mamral s as he was hinsel f, were so
different fromthe conmunal, pack-oriented Al bans. Humans paid lip
service to their communitarian instincts, but were capable of a kind of
col d- bl ooded, antisocial egoismthat was nearly beyond Al ban
conprehension. Yet as his understanding of this peculiar trait grew,
Kor kal thought that in sone ways he had becone a better agent, |ess
dependent on consensus, readier to nmake critical decisions on his own.
But sonet hi ng about this boy's cal mmade hi muneasy. He tried to think
of what it was.



An unsettling feature of human ecol ogy was the pets they called dogs.
These ani nmal s bore too nmuch resenbl ance to Korkal's proto ancestors for
himto be entirely confortable with them

He knew that human reaction to his physical forminvolved a | ot of
intell ectual and enotional processing around the concept of dogs as
pets--although he didn't really resenble their dogs, any nore than
Thargos | ooked like their alligators. But each had features that

rem nded humans of both species, and so humans had a ready- nade package
of subconscious feelings and reactions when confronted by Al bans or
Hunzza.

Korkal had | earned to nmani pul ate these feelings somewhat, and this had
cone in handy on occasion. Humans and their dogs had | oved each ot her
so long that the primate half of the partner ship had forgotten that
their pets had teeth. Korkal had found the insight useful nore than
once. He wasn't sure whether this said nore about humans or about

hi m

Wuld this boy see himas a friendly dog, or as a wolf?. He knew the
di fference, although the idea of wild packs disturbed himon Sone
ancient level. At l|least the boy was maintaining an admirabl e anount of
conposure in the face of what nust surely have been confusing and
frightening situation. Korkal doubted if he have done it any better

hi nmsel f.

But was it conposure in the face of a pet, or of a wlf?. Humans | oved

their dogs, but in some places they still killed their w thout nercy.
"Yes," he said finally, "I amA ban. That's the short formword. M
nane is Korkal Enut Denai. Call me Korkal. What's yours?"

"JimEndi cott."

Good. At least he had the right boy. They'd watched rifle through the
Wl f bane conputers searching for that name. Wen he'd detected the
Hunter's watch on the boy's house set spies of his own, and had cone
when word arrived Thargos was followi ng the boy on foot. 1t had | ooked
like a fromthe beginning, and so it had turned out. But why?. What
Thargos want with this youth?

"Jim | don't want you to be afraid. You' re anong friends."
Jimturned his head and stared in turn at each of the
Al bans crowdi ng the cranped interior of the vehicle.

"Friends? You nean like that alligator in the park? He told his nane,
too. But | don't think he was ny friend."

"No, he wasn't. He was going to kidnap you. And he woul d succeeded if
we hadn't gotten to you when we did."

The boy's tongue flicked across his lips. "You rescued nme then." He
rai sed his hand to push hair off his forehead, then wi nced as he
touched the lunp there. "Okay." "I don't think that's dangerous,"
Korkal said. "Just a bunp." "Hurts like hell. Howdid | get it? Dd

you do it?"



"No. You got caught by a stunner beamand fell." i "Onh. Ji m went
silent for a nonment, though his gaze never wavered from Korkal's face.
Once again the Alban felt a sense nystery about Jim Endicott, as if
there were nore to himeasily net the eye. To his surprise he suddenly
realized he was a bit afraid of him But that was ridiculous. What
did he have fear from one hal f-dazed human boy?

Ji m noved his shoul der and slipped his backpack down to his lap. His
right hand rested protectively on the top flap

you're ny friend, you'll let me out of here now, won't you?"
"Well, I can't do that, but--"

"I didn't think so." Jims hand noved with blurry speed, van



I N ALI I N HANDS

| shed beneath the pack flap, then reappeared w apped around the butt of
a huge handgun. Korkal shied back reflexively, cursing hinself for his
own stupidity. Wy hadn't he thought to search that backpack?

A great invisible hand picked up the van and tunbled it like a child's
toy. They landed with a crash that split the doors w de open, and
Korkal felt hinmself flying through the air, the terrified hows of his
ClOwailing distantly in his ears.

The flat sizzle of energy beams filled the darkness. Those aren't
stunners, Korkal thought as he slamred onto the concrete and felt npst
of the bones in his right armand shoul der snap like so many dry tw gs.
Then the bl ast wave skittered himlike a flung stone across the
pavenent .

The expl osi on tossed Jimthrough the night in a low arc that ended in a
t hi ck, shaggy hedge. He | anded unharnmed, cushioned by the |eafy
branches. For a nonment he lay in the bower notion |ess, catching his
breath and his thoughts at the same tine.

What in the holy hell?
H s backpack was nowhere to be found, but the conforting

wei ght of the S&R .75 still filled his right hand. He cane to a
cautious crouch and peered through the brush. Light and sound fl ashed
and roared along the enpty street. He saw the hulk of a vehicle
overturned a hundred yards away. A pair of huddled forns lay |inp
beside it.

Sonet hi ng made hi m 1 ook up. A huge indistinct shape floated above him
barely visible against the dimglow of the star fields

and Wl fbane's two tiny moons. He stared at it and tried to ignore

the ache pounding in his skull. It wasn't just the darkness that
shi el ded t hat amorphous sil houette---the |onger he stared at it, the
harder it became to see. It seened to flicker in and out, just at the
edge of his vision, like a ghost glinpsed fromthe corner of his eye.

Yet he thought he was |ookingat it straight on. He'd never seen an
attack boat using before.

As he watched, a bright rectangle appeared in the center thing. Dark
figures plummeted down, sparkling with Iight as they |anced the night
wi th energy beans.

He took a deep breath. That overgrown version of a dog called hinself
Korkal hadn't seenmed all that bad, but this was his fight. Mking sure
to keep the reflective whiteness of his turned away fromthe revealing
gl are, he scanned the inmediate vicinity and saw that he'd been tossed
beyond the focus of battle. The attackers were landing in the street
and taking fromthe few remaini ng Al ban defenders, who crouched

what ever cover they could fred. Jimdidn't have to be a genius to see
how this firefight would turn out. Best to be gone before the

i nevi tabl e endi ng occurred.

He slipped backwards, using the hedge for cover; then, crouching, he



scuttled in the opposite direction, toward an street running at right
angles to the scene of the clash. The park offered no hope of safety;
the alligators would no doubt there as soon as they realized he wasn't
with the other defenders, Likewise with the Al bans, if by some mracle
t hey prevail ed.

He knew if he could get across the street unseen, he could hinself in
t he houses and woods beyond. There 'would be a few nonments of danger
as he crossed the exposed enptiness, that was a risk he would have to
t ake.

He checked his pistol and shook his head as he saw the was still on. He
flicked it off and scanned the enpty street a final tine, Sonething had
shut down all the streetlights, but the glare of the battle around the
corner gave sone illum nhtion, and.”" in it he saw for the first tinme a
crunpl ed figure across the pavenent struggling to rise. He squinted.
He couldn't be sure, but it. [|ooked |like his avowed rescuer, the one
who called hinself Korkal. And he was hurt. It was obvious in the way
he cradled his right armgingerly against his chest. Jimcould hear

t he Al ban's npans--soft and panting with agony. The sound rmade him
recall a dog he'd had as a child, a cocker spaniel naned Duke. Duke had
been crashed beneath a crunbling wall in an accident. He'd made sounds
just like that while Jimcradl ed his bl eeding head until he died. The
menory was surprisingly sharp; he thought he'd forgotten, but the pain
was as bright as ever.

A shadow wheel ed around the corner and resolved into an alligator. It
paused a nmoment as if sniffing the air, then ran directly toward the
wounded Al ban. Korkal saw himcomng and tried to raise his hands.
The sound he rmade was still ringing in Jims ears when he lifted the
.75 and blew the gator right off its feet.

He didn't realize he'd made the decision until after he' d crossed the
paverent, scooped up the hapless Al ban, and dragged himinto the
conceal i ng shadows beyond t he road.

"Shut up!" he hissed as he yanked Korkal along by main force, Jerking
hi m upri ght each tinme he stunbled. He was surprised at how little the
alien seened to weigh. Korkal was shorter than he was, but evidently
he was al so constructed on a | ess massive bone structure.

He ignored Korkal's mpans of protest and then realized Korkal wasn't
protesting, he was groaning because he couldn't help it. But the Al ban
seened to have his feet under himnow and was doing his best to keep

up.

Jimfelt a grudging respect. Wether friend or foe, this strange being
was one tough little fighter. He kept them going until the

sound- and-1i ght show behi nd t hem had di nmred al nost to nothing and a
qui ck gl ance at the sky showed that the strange floating vessel was
nowhere to be seen.

"Over here," Jimsaid, and led themto the protective overhang of a
| arge kookananda tree. "Can they find us?"

Kor kal was busy stripping pieces of equipnent fromhis belt with his
good hand. Jimsaw a flash of white along the alien's nuzzle and
realized that Korkal was gritting his teeth. "I'm dunping everything
they mght be able to trace. Let's keep going."



Jimtensely checked the trees and houses around them while he waited
for Korkal to finish. Lights were beginning to cone on

and he heard voices calling querulously. "Hurry up, we gotta get
moving." "l'mready."

"Can you run okay?."
"If I can't, just drag ne."

Jimglanced at Korkal and saw the alien staring back at him "You
saved ny life."

"You said you were ny friend." That wasn't the reason, not at all, but
now was not the time to bring that up

"I am" Korkal replied. "That m ght not have been technically true
before, but it is now Get us out of this, and you'll see. Better
hurry though. | don't know how nuch | onger |can stay conscious."

"Ckay... Korkal."
"Good boy," Korkal replied

Jimgrinned faintly. "Aren't | supposed to say that to you, doggy
friend?"

Korkal's jaw dropped. So it was his pet-ness that had him Well, |

can live with that. 1In fact, | have lived with it. because of it.
"I owe you ny life, JimEndicott. 1'lIl thank you properly later," he
said, enunciating his words carefully to nmake sure the understood. In

his own nind it was a vow that only death break--and even then the
burden of his life-debt would be on to his famly and pack as a
whol e.

"If there is a later,"” Jimsaid. "Let's go."



Ji m dragged Korkal stunbling and gaspi ng through the darkness to the
only place he could think of that might offer themimediate shelter
As the sounds behind himguttered out he renenbered another tine he'd
run through a Wl f bane night while slaughter and destruction expl oded
at his back. He wanted all this to go away but knew it wouldn't. Pie
woul d have to deal with it. What about Tabitha? Wuld they be com ng
for her now? The bastards had done that before, too.

"Sit there on that bench. [1'll put ny coat around you. It will help
keep you warm "

"What is this place?" "Tube station.™ "Ch. Primtive..."

Jimraised his eyebrows. "I suppose. | don't know nuch about Al ban
technology. O Albans, either--is getting warm good for you?"

"I'"'ma warm bl ooded mammal just like you are. And |I'm freezing because
I"min shock... Awll--careful.r’

"Sorry. | didn't nean to hurt you."
Kor kal had begun to pant rapidly. H's eyes would drift out of focus,
then snap back. "lIs there some place | can get food?" "Food? You're

hungry after all this?"

"My body is repairing itself right now, and it's cannibalizing ne to do

it. | need to get raw nmaterial for it to use.”

"Your people can regenerate? | never heard of mamual s that could do
that." "

"We couldn't either till about three of your Terran centuries It's a..
you call it nanotech.."™ an intracellular with my soma-print carried in
menory, right down to the level. When sonething gets out of whack, the

nanomachi nes in and start to fix the damage. The process dunps heat.
why |'m sweating so much. At the noment |'m eating Where are you
goi ng?. "

"Trying to find a public axe. A comunications access Mne was in ny
backpack, but that's gone now

A shudder racked the Al ban. The ruff of fur around his was clotted

with sweat. He gave off a sharp, danmp odor. "But nanaged to keep that
gun, | see. Skypack! What is it anyway? went through that Hunzza's
arnor like... | don't know what was like. |'ve never seen anything

| i ke that before.

"Primtive technology," Jimsaid. "Like this tube station

effective. Listen, I'lIl be right back. WIIl you be okay?."

"I still need food."

The bench was the farthest one fromthe nmain | oading area,. this tine

of night deserted, shrouded in shadow. Korkal would al nost
i ndi stingui shable froma distance.
"There's a public axe near the entrance,"” Jimsaid. 1'll be back."

Kor kal began to pant violently again. He nmanaged a nod, speech was



beyond him

God he | ooks bad. Jims thoughts swirled as he | oped the front of the
enpty station. He was in a kind of shock, enotionally and
intellectually. He had to trust his instincts. had nothing else to
fall back on, but they had served himbefore. The first thing was to
make sure Tabitha was safe. "Mn®"

"Jim.. what is it? Wy aren't you hone? Do you knowtime it is? Wy
do you have the visual off on your axe?"

"Listen, Mrn, get out of the house. Get out right now, |eave. o
to... uh... the last time we saw Dad. Got that? The place where we
saw Dad the last tinme."

"Jim what's wong? Are you in trouble?"

"Morn, | don't have time. You nmay be in danger. | don't know, but |
don't want to take any chances. [|'Ill call you again as soon as | can.
But please don't argue with me, just do it Leave right now, okay?" Her
voi ce changed, becane tighter and tougher. "All right. It



take me a couple of hours to reach.." that place. You call you
hear ?"

"Yes, Morn, | will. Now just go, okay?. Just please get the hell of
there."”

"I"'mon nmy way. Jinmmy?."

"\What ?"

"Whatever it is, be careful. | love you."

"I love you, too, Mom And you be careful. Now get going."

The connection went dead. He was glad he'd left the visual off. He
didn't know what he | ooked |ike, but he doubted that his appearance
after getting blown up would have reassured her. He stood a nonent at
the axe unit and tried to order his thoughts. He didn't trust Korkal
but the alligators frightened himon a deeper, nore basic |evel.
Mamal s and |izards had been enem es for eons, and though he didn't
note that consciously, Darw nian inheritance was plucking strings of
dread inside him The riddle of the mnd arrays wasn't the only thing
inmprinted in his chrompsomal know edge.

On a conscious |level one thing was sure. Aliens were after him now
There could be only one reason for that. Delta had been terrified that
the secret of the mind arrays woul d be di scovered by nonhumans and t hus
destroy the only bargaining chip Terra held in the greater galaxy. And
that secret now lay chained in the DNA within his own cellular core.

He could distill only one thought out of the chaos: he couldn't trust
anybody. O late it seemed the entire universe had conspired to
shatter the smugness and conceit of his former life.

It was enough to make a person paranoid. But in the past year he'd
| earned sonething interesting about paranoia: sonetinmes the bastards
really were out to get you

Here. Eat these.”

"What are they?"

"Candy bars. Bags of nuts. Qut of a machine back there. sugar
content. And protein. |If your metabolismis anything to mne, they

shoul d hel p."

Kor kal peered nyopically at the little bars. "Wuat's in then"
"Peanuts, chocol ate, a bunch of stuff."

"I don't have much choice, do |?" Korkal ripped away the tic wapping
and gobbl ed several in a few gul ping snaps. After nonment he seened to
relax a bit. "It should be okay. | can nost eat Terrie stuff. The
problemis allergies and toxins,

nmet abolic inconpatibility."

"How are you feeling?. "

"Better now Gve ne a little nore tinme, and | should be to get moving
again."



"I"hat's good because | don't want to hang around here. you and | need
to talk."

"Yes, we do. You know, you seemlike a renmarkable boy. |

i magi ne one of our children handling this as calmy as you have." "I'm
not really a child,"” Jimsaid softly.

Korkal stared at him "No, | don't think you are.” Suddenly the
[ urchi ng exhaustion of adrenaline overload led Jims knees and he sat
down hard on the stone bench. The tie alien stirred in alarm

"Are you all right?"
"Just reaction,"” Jimsaid. "Gve ne one of those candy bars." Korka
passed one over and they sat next to each other, working in

conpani onabl e silence. Korkal stirred as a couple night travelers
approached the distant |oading area. Jimput hand on Korkal's knee.
"It's okay. They aren't paying any attention.

Korkal chuffed softly. As they waited a | ow whooshing began to rise in
the air. "Gray-train,” Jimtold him

A string of cars slid snmoothly out of the far end of the tunnel, single
light |like a great eye suddenly opening. The travelers boarded and the
train greased silently past their bench and vani shed

"How do we get out of here?" Korkal asked.

"On the next train." Jimgrinned slowy. Korkal thought expression
made hi m | ook even older and nore tired. "If you hunch over and keep
nmy coat wrapped around you, maybe people will think you re ny dog. You

know what a dog is?" Korkal threw back his head and barked. 'That's
good, " Ji m sai d.



hargos stared at the CIO. The Al ban fermal e was near death. She'd
taken two bad burns and major internal danage in the explosion that had
cracked the Al ban war wagon. The firefight itself had |asted only a
few m nutes before Thargos call ed every body back to the assault ship.
They had done their best to | eave nothing alive behind them It would
make a nice little nystery for the Wl f bane authorities.

"Keep her alive. As long as you can," he told his medic. "But don't

I et her wake up. | think she's their intelligence officer. She's
probably got sone kind of suicide package we'll never find before she
can activate it. | want her drugged to her eyes when she surfaces, no

conscious control at all."

He regarded her thoughtfully. "Even that might not be enough, but we
have to try. | want to know who she reports to. |'m beginning to get
a bad feeling about all this."

The assault ship was considerably roomer than the tiny |anding craft
he'd used earlier. It had better comunications |inks, too, and now he
began to use them

There was no penalty on size when building interstellar craft. For a
variety of reasons such ships never | anded on planets but only travel ed
fromorbit to orbit. Since they never entered a planetary atnosphere
or were subject to the harsh strains of a planet's gravity, they didn't
need to be streamined. They didn't even need to | ook very much |ike
ships. Thargos's cruiser, for

i nstance, resenbled a | ong necklace of |unmpy beads strung together
There was room aboard for two assault boats, several smaller |anders,
and a crew of five hundred Hunzza--as well as a | arge conpl enent of the
| at est products of Hunzzan weapons research

He woul d feel nuch better when he was safely back aboard his ship. He
didn't fear the humans, but sonmewhere out there was an

Al ban vessel of which he knew nothing, and that did frighten him
As far as mlitary technol ogy went, the Terries were still playing

Wth toys--but the Al bans had the real thing. And despite their
much- adm red comruni tarian natures, when Al ba sensed threat against the
Great Pack, Al ba had no qual ns about as hard as it could. Wich was
very hard indeed.

He eyed his captive. So far, his mission had been a failure. |If could
get anything useful fromthis one, perhaps he might that around. But
he'd | ost the boy. And when he'd taken a count he found that his team
had | eft one scorched war wagon si x charred bodi es behind them This
battered femal e was seven. But a typical Al ban penetration team
nunber ed ei ght.

That worried him They still hadn't |ocated the Al ban but w thout
doubt that ship knew about him Unless the had sent down a short
crew-and there was no reason to they had--sonebody m ght at this very
nmonent be telling Al ban ship about an assault boat full of Hunzza.

He i magi ned invisible weapons reaching out from hidden with ghostly
precision to lock on his small craft as it hurried to the nother ship.
He pictured sone nanel ess Al ban eagerly making ready to extract revenge



for his murdered Thargos felt very nmuch like a target. He didn't I|ike
the at all.

The obj ect of Thargos's worried conjectures popped the the candy bars
into his nmouth as he slunped in a huddl e on wi ndow seat of the enpty
gray-train car. Swathed in Jimis he did somewhat resenble a

| arge--very large--dog, if one | ook closely..

"Any nmore?" He was beginning to feel better. H s broken felt as if
they were knitting nicely, and he'd been able to nost of the pain with
sel f-generated hornmones that acted on the appropriate nerve centers.

"That's it. Wen we stop we can get nore." '

"When are we stopping?."

"The end of the line. Then we transfer to a |ong-distance train."
HANDS

"Ch? Wiere are we goi ng?."

"A place.” Korkal thought about that a nmonent. "Can | assunme you
don't trust nme?"

Jimglanced at him smled faintly, and | ooked away.

"That's only sensible, | suppose, but | want to explain sonething. You
don't know much about my people, do you?"

jimshook his head. "Just a little fromschool. Exoanthropology isn't
a large field of study yet."

Kor kal nodded. "You don't know it, but you have a man you never heard
of to thank for that."

n O,]?Il
"A man naned Delta."”

Jimgave a tiny start. Korkal noted it and wondered. But he let it
pass because he had nore personal skribbets to grill.

"W aren't what you might call a warrior culture, but we do know how to
fight. And when the Great Pack makes war it has traditions that
predate our recorded history. By Terran standards it is a very old
history."

Jim stared strai ght ahead, but Korkal thought he was |istening.

"You saved ny life, and you didn't have to. Moreover, you risked your
own life to doit. And | have acknow edged that to you. Ampong our
peopl e that places nme under an enornous debt to you, and not just ne.
The debt is owned by ny famly, ny pack, and even, to some extent, the
Great Pack itself--the entire Al ban race. Do you understand what that
means?"

"Among sone of the old Asian cultures on Terra, supposedly if you saved
a man's life you were responsible for himforever."



Korkal mulled it. "No, I'd say it's the opposite. That's a strange
way of |ooking at things. Wy did they do that?"

Jims lips quirked. "I think the idea was that if fate had decreed it
was tinme for someone to die and sonebody el se thwarted that fate, then
the original victimwas no |longer a charge of fate but of the one who
rescued him You could sort of call it the revenge of fate."

"The revenge of fate? Yes, | suppose that makes sense. You hunans
never cease to surprise ne."

"Do you know t he meani ng of the word condescensi on?"
Kor kal thought about that and decided to change the subject. Jim what
I"'mtrying to tell you is that | owe you. M famly and Pack owe you.

Even ny race is in your debt."

"A man once told me that races don't have norals or only interests. How
much does your race owe ne?"

Kor kal found hinself even nore inpressed. And he that al nbst agai nst
his will what he felt for this boy had fromsinple gratitude to grow ng
respect. He decided to this new feeling with honesty.

"It's a debt, Jim But not a suicide pact. Alba owes you thing, but
not everything."

Jimturned to face him "Do you believe the ends justify means?"

Kor kal didn't know everything about hunmans, but even he the ethica
mne field hedging the sinple question. "Jim afraid to answer that
guestion. For several reasons. Can change the subject?"

"That's an answer. | guess. Sure. What else do you want to about?"

"You said you called sonebody. W was it? Wh.

"Korkal, I"'mafraid to answer that question. For several sons. Can we
change the subject?"

Gane and set, Korkal thought. But maybe not match. He learned to
enjoy the Terrie ganme of tennis.

"Hypothetically, if you called that person because you for them and
wanted to warn them | may be able to help. To some protection.”

"Al ban protection?"

"No. Terran."

"Ch? What woul d that be?"

"Wul d Serena Half Mon, the Confed chairman, do?" Jims eyes slowy
wi dened. "You can do that?" "Mybe. Probably. You want to find
out ?"

"It mght make a difference,” Jimsaid. "In how! feel you."

Match to ne, Korkal thought.






The night stars glittered in the chill nountain air |ike eneral ds
scattered carel essly on velvet, hard and uncaring. The tube station
never much used, was deserted except for their own presence.

Through the glass doors Jimcould see pockmarks in the concrete apron
outsi de, rem nders of the bonblets the dead nman he'd once believed to
be his father, Carl Endicott, had expl oded when he'd tried and fail ed
to kill the strange deadly woman named Conmmander Steele. 1t had only
been a few nmonths, but it seened like an eternity ago. Another life.

Korkal 's voice lifted himout of his unwanted reverie. He stood a pace
away- - but out of view-fromwhere the Al ban was pl anted before an axe
screen. Jimdoubted the average human coul d have call ed the Confed
chairman froma public unit and gotten through, but Korkal had spoken
code words that turned underlings' faces pale and brought stanmered
guarantees of haste. It had taken several mnutes, but eventually her
famous face appeared on the screen. She |ooked tired, Jimthought. Her
voi ce was huskier and richer than what he'd heard of her public
speeches. She was plainly annoyed.

"A protection tean? Wiy can't you tell me what it's for?."

Kor kal murrmured sonething Jimdidn't catch, and the chairman's
expression changed. "OCh. In that case..."

Kor kal said sonmething else. The chairman gl anced of f-screen, then
nodded. "I'mtold it will take about an hour." She raised one hand to
brush an errant strand of black hair away from her forehead. Jim
real i zed she nust have been awakened to take this call, and his
estimation of Korkal's influence suddenly expanded.

"You will furnish ne a conplete report about this

Denai ," she sai d.

Korkal replied in tones that sounded agreeable. Serena Mon raised her
chin, bringing her sharp features into high

She | ooked form dable. The screen went dark, and Korkal "Well, that's
taken care of."

"You really do know the chairman,” Jimsaid. He tried to his tone
uni mpressed, but didn't quite succeed.

"Yes. Not well, but evidently well enough."” The Al ban and headed for

the door. "You said we have to clinmb. She saysl special weapons
protection teamw |l be here in an hour. M people should be here well
before that. So you'll have a little with whoever it is you want to

see. But we'd better hurry."

Jimfoll owed himout onto the concrete, then noved | ead the way down a
stair to the ground and a path that into the dark trees.

"How cone your people will get here first?"
They're closer. And no doubt they're |ooking for me Korkal hoped that
was the, that they hadn't witten himoff dead in the weck of the war

wagon.

"I asked the chairman to contact nmy ship. She said " Privately, Korka



wondered if she would send the nmessage giving her own people a chance
to arrive on the scene. He'd quite a bit on the issue of tining
Thanks to Thargos, things turned tricky all of a sudden. Korkal knew
he had a | ot of questions to sort through and deci sions to nmake, but
first things He knew he wouldn't relax until he had Jimsafely aboard
shi p, conceal ed behind the toughest shields he could was shaking the
dust of Wl f baneand Thar gos--from hi s

H s shoul der still ached, and he had to struggle to keep up the boy's
long strides. But the night air was clean and rich the dark col ogne of
the trees. 1In sone ways it rem nded himof carefully preserved forests

of Alba, and this pleased him "What is this place we're going to?"
Kor kal asked. "A bad place," Jimsaid, and wal ked faster.



n the dimlight Jimsaw that the cabin had not been repaired. The
shattered roof still slunmped drunkenly over part of the shell, and al
the wi ndows were dark, gaping maws. |n one of thema faint gl ow showed
that the place wasn't enpty, and he felt an answering glow of relief.
Nevert hel ess, he made sure the safety was off his pistol as he
approached the front door

"Morn?" he called softly.

He heard a faint rustle and sensed hi dden eyes watching. "I'm here,
Jim" canme the |ow reply.

Jimput out one hand. "Wit," he said. Then he pried open the warped
front door. Korkal wi nced at the sharp screech. The Al ban waited

out side on the porch, but he could see through the wi ndow as a bl ond
worman wr apped the boy in a powerful hug. They stood a nmonent without
nmovi ng, then stepped away and faced each other. They kept their voices
| ow, but Korkal's hearing was better than a human's. He coul d nmake
them out clearly.

"Ji my, what happened? You're a nmess. That |unp on your
forehead..."

"I'"'mokay, Mom Don't worry. D d anybody follow you here? Did you
see anyt hi ng weird?"

She shook her head. "Jim what's going on? Wy did you send nme here?"
She noved her head. "I don't have good nenories of this place. |
can't inmagine you do either."

Kor kal thought the emptions he heard in Jims reply were twofold:
shane, and a profound, inconsol able sadness. "No, Mrn," the boy
whi spered, "I don't. But | couldn't think of anyplace else. And
didn't have any tine."

"Come over here and sit down," she said. "Start at the beginning.
Tell me everything."

"Ckay, Mom But | want you to neet sonebody." She stiffened. "Wo?
Who did you bring here?" "Korkal!"™ he called. "Cone in and neet ny
nmorn."



It quickly becane obvious to Korkal that there was some conplicity
bet ween t he boy and the wonman, sonething that had marked them so
terribly that words were
When Ji m described the attenpt by Thargos to ki dnap himthe rescue
attenpt Korkal had nmade, Tabitha Endicott sharply, but then nodded as
if the attack was not a tota
He felt that hidden understanding even nore deeply as sketchily
expl ained his own role. Tabitha was at | east as sharp her son and,
Korkal realized, even nore unyielding. A |low ance for what hunans
called bullshit. He approved, but it his task harder---especially
since he had no intention of the |arger problenms with which he
st ruggl ed.

When he finished Tabitha Endicott did and said that surprised him She
| eaned forward until her face was few inches fromhis own. Her gaze
bored into himwith intensity. "Are you a good person, M. Denai?"

He opened his nouth, then closed it. Sonehow he this was not the tine
for speed or glibness. And he knew she was asking him H's own

not her' s face ghosted across back of his mnd, and he knew she was

wai ting for his too.

"Yes, Ms. Endicott, | am And | will give ny life to protect son."
She hel d hi mone nore beat, then nodded. "All right."

"Mom he knows the Confed chairman."”

Her gaze slid toward him "And we have such good reason trust the
Terran government, don't we, JinP"

He | ooked away. So much between them Korkal thought.

so much hidden from ne.

"I have nothing to go on except ny own instincts, but |

them You seemlike a good.." nman," Tabitha said.

Kor kal caught the hesitation, and said, "I'mmale, Ms. Endicott."
The corners of her eyes crinlded in a web of |augh lines,

l.

t hought that under other circunstances they m ght and woul d enj oy each

other a great deal. But these weren't those and her expression quickly
har dened.

-Understand ne, please. | will give ny permission for ny son to go
with you. | believe he cannot be safe as long as he stays on this

pl anet, not if, as you say, he is being hunted by soneone |ike

t hi sThargos you tell nme about. |'mnot happy about it, but | don't see
any other choice. | wish to God | did. But M. Denai?"

"Yes?"

"I'f you harmmy son in any way, or allow himto cone to harm | swear



by everything | know that | will hunt you down, no nmatter how far |
have to go, no matter how long it takes. And I will kill yQOUo

She said it very flatly, but Korkal felt the hackles stir at his neck
He had no doubt at all she would try to do precisely what she prom sed.
Once agai n, he thought of his own nother

"Fair enough,"” he said. "I won't tell you not to worry. CF course you
will. But as | said before, | owe Jimmny life. And A bans take that
ki nd of debt seriously. |If he comes to harm you can be sure | was

harmed first and i ncapabl e of preventing it."
"That's not as reassuring as it could be, M. Denai."

"Call me Korkal, please. It may not be reassuring, but it's honest.
Whi ch woul d you prefer?”

She lifted her head and stared down her nose inperiously. Jimthought
she was magni ficent.

The interior of the cabin exploded in brilliant Iight.

hargos |l et the door slide shut on the grisly scene behind him It had
been touch-and-go. The suicide package but it into the Alban C O s
cellul ar blueprint had been particularly nasty, and it

hadn't been sl owed nmuch by the methods he'd used to eu' nteraet it. But
he had slowed it enough, and he'd gotten the one thing he'd really
wanted. A nane.



W LLI AM
SHATNER
Kor kal Enmut Denai

He t hought about his old enemy. This was close to the news he could
have gotten, but he knew bad news was preferable to no news at all.

At | east now he knew with whom he was dealing. And his experience told
himexactly how to deal with him

He gave a series of rapid orders to his hacker-cracker "Break the
Wl f bane comuni cations net. Here's what |ooking for."

If the Al ban agent nade a call, they would fred it--and him only fear
was that they would be too slow, too late. He hoped He had nore than a
few scores to settle with Korkal Emut 11111 Get down!

Kor kal was amazed how qui ckly the huge pistol junped the boy's hand.
The storm of |ight had bl eached all color frominterior. Jinms eyes
were hard bl ack points as Korkal found self staring at them above the
gapi ng nouth of the weapon. renenbered what it had done to an arnored
Hunzzan and slow y rai sed one hand.

"Easy," he said. "It's ny people."

Slow y Ji mnodded and the barrel swung away. But he | ower the weapon
until a shadowy formmaterialized out of haze and Korkal called, "XO
Over here!™

The Al ban executive officer clanbered over the sill of a w ndow,
renoving his helnmet as he did so. Only when Jimanother hairy nmuzzle
like Korkal's own did he finally jamthe tol back into his belt.

"Chief, what in the Three Unborn Hells is going on?" the said. He
spoke in Al ban, and Jimsaid, "Can he speak so | understand?"

"OF course. XO switch on a translator."”

The XO funbled at his chest. When he next spoke, his and a different,
but easily understandabl e voice speaking Terrie issued froma speaker
concealed in his arnor. Korkal had not used a simlar device either
with Jimor the chairman sinply because he trusted his own capabilities
nore than the machine. Alban translation technol ogy was good, but not
perfect; which was why high-level political negotiations were always
carried out with both living and machi ne translations. Even then there
wer e occasi onal m stakes.

"What's going on? In a very short tinme we're getting out of here,
that's what," Korkal said. "You did bring an assault craft this
time?"

The XO nodded. "And a doubl e-sized team at hot status. The nother
ship's a hundred nmiles straight up, with all detectors as w de as
they'Il go and every weapon on imediate fire. Nobody's going to sneak
up on you here, Chief."



Jimlistened and felt reassured, though he had no idea as to the

ef ficiency of Al ban weapons technol ogy. He suspected it might be nore
advanced than Terran science, though. But he knew even | ess about
Hunzzan bang- bangers, and so was not as reasSured as he coul d have
been.

The wecked interior of the little cabin was crowded. Jimturned and
saw Tabi tha standing there, her hands hangi ng | oosely at her sides, an
expression of worried bemusenent on her features. It hit himthen
once again he was |eaving her, perhaps going into danger, certainly
goi ng somewhere that she woul dn't know anythi ng about.

It was a brutal nonment of enpathy, and it nmade sickeningly clear to him
just how self-centered he'd been. Just like with Cat. He'd been
worrying so much about his own life he'd forgotten that other people
had lives, too, and his own |life was bound into theirs. Tabitha was
hi s nmot her, whether her gene codes had any thing to do with his at all
And yet here she stood, off to the side as if discarded, playing the
rol e nothers seened doomed to play: |loving and waiting and fearing--and
as forgotten as U ysses' Penelope. Knowing it and bearing up anyway.

For sixteen years she had |l oved and raised him That was stronger than
any theoretical connection between their chronosones.

How much stronger he suddenly realized when he felt his eyes go hot at
the way she was |l ooking at him In her gaze he found his first true
definition of bravery: to love, |ose, and keep on |oving. He noved
toward her and took her in his arns.

"Jeez, Mom it looks like I'mtaking off again."
"Ch, Jimy."

He funbl ed for something that nmight make her feel "Wen the Confed
troops get here, you won't have to They'l|l take care of you, make sure
t hat nobody hurts you."

She took a step back, her eyes blazing. "I'mnot worried ne!"

He shook his head. "I know. It's a curse, isn't it? This... He
gl anced around, realizing he'd al nost said too nuch.

She nodded. "A curse to both of us. | pray that somehow I'Il find a
way to end- it, son." Her shoulders slunped. "I would could. | w sh
| could take it for nyself."

Jimstared at her, knowi ng she would do exactly that if could, and in
that instant he knew he | oved her al nbst nore he coul d bear

"Mom | don't know what will happen. But if everything out, it will be
because of you. You and Dad, what you both nme. You won't have
anything to be ashamed of, | pronise.”

She took it for the ultimate conplinment it was. "W tried make you a
good man, Jimry." She paused, then chuckl ed enbarrassment. "A good
man. | guess you are a man now, you? But so young. You shoul dn't
have to be a man yet, Jim | guess | hate that nost of all. You' ve
been robbed no boy should | ose.™

He tried a grin. "Mom that's a little nmelodramatic, don't think? 1'm



going on a trip, not just disappearing like last time." "But will you
cone back? WIIl | ever see you agai n?"

He had no answer for that, and so he gave the only answer could, the
only answer that in the end neant anything. He her in his arns and
hel d her, and she held him until Korka

"Confed arnor coming down now. |'msorry, but it's tinme." "JinP
You'll take care?" "I wll, Mrn."

“I'"l'l think of you every day. |If you can, you let me going on."

He nodded. He hadn't even thought about that. "Korkal?" The Al ban
understood. "W can get nessages to the

Under normal circunstances, at |east."”

Tabi t ha touched his cheek. "Jimmy, 1"11... I"II...
At the sight of her tears he felt his own begin to well up, and sone
reason this enbarrassed him He kissed her to cover feelings, squeezed
her into a final hug, then turned to

Qut si de, coming out of the trees, arnored Confed troopers who reni nded
hi munsettlingly of Comrmander Steele set up a rapid | perinmeter as they
stared at the Al ban soldiers and their ship.

"Let's go," Jimsaid.

Kor kal gestured toward the huge craft now occupyi ng nost of }he cleared

space to the right of the cabin. "Go ahead. 1['Il be along in a

m nute. "

The XO followed Jimout. Korkal turned to Tabitha. "I'Il take care of
him" Then he paused, choosing his words carefully. "Ms. Endicott,

Thargos is after your boy. But | still have no idea why. | think you

do, though. It might make a difference to Jinms safety if you told ne.
Don't you think?"

Tabitha didn't hesitate at all. She shook her head and said, "M.
Denai, | have no idea. Al | can think of is it nust be sonme m stake.
He's only a boy. Wiy would sone alien we've never heard of want to
hurt hi nf"

Korkal held her gaze for several beats, then dropped his eyes. "Very
well. 1'Il still do the best | can." He turned. "Your guards are
ready for you."

He watched as a burly Terran Marine captain escorted her fromthe cabin
to his waiting vessel. She vanished into the lighted interior, pausing
only an instant for a last glinmpse of Jim But her son was gone. She
squared her shoul ders, stepped up, and di sappear ed.

"Al'l right," Korkal called. 'That's it. Let's get this thing noving."
Fromthen on everything went with mlitary efficiency. Wthin five

m nutes both vessels were buttoned up and rising fromthe now deserted
cl earing.

As the hatch slid shut behind him Korkal allowed hinself a shiver of
relief. He didn't know anything about the hunman idea of hubr/s, the



t hought of pride tenpting the gods to destroy the prideful, but if he
had he woul d have understood it just Free.

The interior of the Alban craft began to flash with crinson warning
beacons. The XO s voice echoed nechanically through the
conpart ment s:

"HUNZZAN VESSEL PENETRATI NG DETECTI ON

LIMTS. HUNZZAN ATTACK! HUNZZAN ATTACK!"



he captain of the Hunzzan crui ser was hooked into his ship's nervous
system as he al ways was. A continuous whi sper of data with soothing
nmonot ony through the back of his mind. In "the same way that one was
al ways aware on sone | evel of the functions of the body---especially
when somet hi ng mal functi oned-he was aware of the happeni ngs aboard his
ship. And just as one woul d subconsciously nonitor sone chronic nal ady
like a or infection, there was one presence aboard his vessel he was
al so conscious of with greater than normal attention. That presence
had now entered the control roomof the ship, and the captain felt an
unconfortable thrill of anxiety.

He knew what was conming. It was never pleasant to report failure to
Thargos. But it was |ess pleasant---even dangerous--to sugarcoat the
facts to his superior. Thargos rarely killed thenes senger for bad
news. Unless the nessenger was al so responsible for it. The case here
was a gray area, and so the captain rose fromhis seat slowy and took
his time making his way toward the conmand chair, where Thargos was now
settling in.

If we'd only found them sooner, the captain thought. He noved through
t he at nosphere of the control room an atnosphere maintained at Hunzza

normal. To alien eyes the air would appear as a gl owi ng yell ow fog,
t he natural Hunzzan environment of super aturated noisture and
brilliant sunlight, but to the captain it was as unnoticeable as the

water any fish swamin. H's vision was augnented by natural infrared
sensors that lined the soft unscal ed skin beneath his |arge eyes,
giving his brain two sources of visua



input. He was barely conscious of the | ow bubble of the propultion
systens, nechanical rattles and clicks, a sudden shower of conputerized
beeps.

He' d crossed hal fway fromhis console to Thargos when Hunter turned and
saw him The captain picked up his pace.

Thargos encouraged a certain informality, and so the began to speak
al nrost i medi ately. "As you've seen, we were late."

But Thargos only blinked his eyes in reassuring increasing the
captain's sense of disquiet. Thargos |laugh at the nost inappropriate
nonent s.

"And Korkal survived. Well, it would have been ament otherwi se. He's
a hard one to kill even for an Alban." The captain didn't know what to
say, so he waited

"I see they've gone to a cabin of some sort in the nountains.

"Yes, Lord. And now his ship is standing guard. They put an assault
craft as a lander a little while ago."

Thargos's eyes shifted to the huge 3-D hol ographi c screen shimrered in
the air before him On it was an aerial view of cabin and two | arge
shi ps grounded on either side. It wasn't ble to nake out hunman figures
at this magnification, but didn't care. They were down there. That
was all he needed to

He felt an unusual sense of excitenment and wondered Korkal had beaten
hi m agai n, sonehow survived the attack his gray-van, and managed to
escape not only in one with the boy as well.

Maybe t he Al ban di scovered the boy by watching me, thought. And naybe
not. He would have liked to ask, but Korkal's ship protecting him at

cl ose range, that was nately no | onger possible. He could have bl asted
that the sky; having found it at |ast, he now knew it was no the power
of his own cruiser. Nevertheless, it was potent, Thargos hesitated at
staging a full-scale battle before the ing eyes of the Confed Naval
squadron al so orbiting over cabin. Not that the Tel Tan Navy coul d have
stopped himbut there were potential diplomatic issues involved. Better
take the risk. Not when there was anot her way.

H s tension rose a notch. He spoke a few words and back to the
capt ai n.

"Load the Terran weapon now. W will proceed with the back term nation
pl an."

i "Yes, sir."

They both waited until confirmation was transmitted. "You can into

their throat? Even his nother ship can't stop it?"
"No, sir."
"Good." A steward approached bearing a small netallic cage. In

It atiny hairy thing flung itself against the delicate bars. The
steward opened it and offered it to Thargos, who renoved the lit He



creature and cupped it in his right hand.

Hunzza were em paths of a high order, extrenely sensitive to the
enotions of other living things. Wile not telepathy, this extra sense
al l owed them sharp insight into the mnds of others, even those who
were alien. Wth training and sone know edge of the |anguage, an
expert could appear to read the m nd of, say, a Tel Tan boy. Thargos
had nore expertise than any other Hunzza he knew, and his enpathetic
tal ents made | earni ng new | anguages second nat ure.

But as with every gift, there were drawbacks. Sone Hunzza becane
enotion addicts. The worst of them sought ever-greater rushes of
sensation. Like all addictions the necessary dose becane | arger over
time. Sone lost all control and becane raveni ng nonsters, even by
Hunzzan standards. Thargos, with his iron will, was not one such, but
he did like his small calmafives. He felt the beast in his hand quiver
like a beating heart. His nouth dropped open slightly as he stared at
t he hol ogram screen

“I'f I can't have him you won't either, old eneny."

At his rear the captain said, "Fire on your order, Lord." Thargos's
right hand began slowy to close. Inside the trap of his fingers, the
tiny thing squeaked, |ouder and |ouder, then went abruptly silent.

"Fire," Thargos said.

The control nodul e, one of the several |unpy beads that nmade up the
string of Thargos's cruiser, rocked gently. He swayed in his chair,
whi te-grinned and dreany, seeming not to notice the crinmson fluids that
| eaked slowy fromhis knotted fist.



ake us up--fast.r' Korkal ordered as he | eaned over XO s shoulder in
the cramped confines of the assault boat's trol area. He understood
the threat instantly. That didn't mean could do anything about it
except run for his life.

A Hunzzan distorter-projector catapulted payl oads of through a chain of
smal | subspace junps, like skipping streamon a string of stones. But
t he space between the wasn't space, it was subspace, and beyond the
reach of Al ban beans. Only by catching the package on one of its

i nstantaneous translations in real space could it be destroyed, they
hadn't been gi ven enough warning for his conputers decode its path.

And if he understood Thargos, whatever payload he wa sing woul d be
strong enough for anything but the shield sing the A ban nother ship.
Kor kal thought he knew exactly gift the Hunter had mar led him He
noved to place his between the boy and the screens.

On those screens a long red line finally intersected with a crete green
poi nt representing a spot now far below them relayed warnings to the
Terrans. Maybe they woul d be enough

Every screen on the console flared white.

Korkal uttered a small prayer and hoped it was for the

The first wave of radiation sent the assault craft bucking wildly "What
the hell was that?." Jimyelled.

Korkal felt the boy's hands on his shoul ders and braced self just as
the second bl ast wave hit. He stumbled but to stay on his feet and
keep hinsel f between the boy and screens.

"I don't know," he gasped out, regaining his balance. "W'Il out as
soon as we reach the nother ship."

"Korkal! That was a bonbl Wat happened?"
"Jim stand away. Please. |'ve got work to do here."

He began to bark out the necessary orders, deliberately



own | anguage so the boy woul dn't understand. |In the screens saw the
st upendous, malignant bl oom of a nucl ear explosion fromthe dark spine
of the nountai ns.

A choki ng sound brought his head around. He saw Jims features tw sted
in horror, illumnated in the red gl ow of the atom c burning fromthe
screens.

* Nooooor"'

Chai rman Serena Half Moon entered her office through the private
entrance, saw Carlton Fredricks waiting for her, and wal ked quickly to
her desk.

She sat down, put both her palnms flat on the desktop, and | eaned back
in her chair. Her expression was controlled, but her dark eyes | ooked
harri ed.

"Wl | ?"  she said.

Fredri cks was a handsone man, beautifully dressed, who m ght have been
easy to overl ook as just another professional political functionary,
except for sharp brown eyes which glinted with a hard, driven
intelligence. Part of his job was to know what to tell her and when to
tell it. Another part was to know when not to say something. He
wasted no tinme on pleasantries.

"The Navy is reporting publicly they have driven the unknown invaders
fromthe Wl fbane System |Invaders is the precise word they used in
the release. Privately, it's all lies, of course.”

Hal f Mbon massaged her face, kneading the flesh hard. Her skin
retained the pale inprints of her fingertips for several nonents.

"OfF course. After allow ng unknown aliens to assault Confed citizens,
fight a pitched battle in a city park, and nuke a chunk of nountain
wi th one of our own bonbs, what else are they going to say'?."

"I wote that release. They would have liked to cover it up entirely."
"Stupid. Did they think nobody would notice a little thing like a

nucl ear expl osi on? Thank God sone smart media hound didn't find out it
was one of our nukes."

"You |l ook tired."

She smled without mirth. "An alien dog-person told | ooked beautiful
That wasn't so long ago, either."

"Kor kal Emut Denai."

"Korkal Emut Denai," she agreed. "I wonder if he nade it o that ness
on Wl fbane. He's a slick one, but I like him Every. don't trust
him"

"I"rust isn't a quality one normally finds at... this level."

"I insulted himto his face. | know he caught it, but he co be sure if

| knew. | tapped ny teeth with nmy pen.”

"hat's an insult?"



"To an Alban it is. They have a whole etiquette built up around their
fangs. Actually, | doubt he knew. They think we're little better than
savages, incapable of subtlety. And by their stan da it's probably
true. Sonetimes | think it is by mne, too."

She | ooked down at her desktop as if seeing it for the first t The
usual shoal of papers, chips, and chip cases obscured the sc set into
the wood. It |ooked |like any other screen on a busy executive's desk,
but this one had once been connected to a very prl conputer system She
swept it clean with one broad pass of her

"So we've spread the official version. Unknown aliens, no ex nation
i nvasion repelled. Have we figured out yet what re happened?”

"Well, the bodyguard teamyou sent in at Denai's re ques cover that

Endi cott wonan took sone |unps, but there were four casualties. They
got a warning from Denai hinself and already well off ground zero when
the nuke I'it off. They brot out the woman with a few scratches,
not hi ng nore. Lucky... Half Mon digested this. "And where is Tabitha
Endi cott no

Fredricks shrugged. "Denai said to protect her, and we agre

So she's coming here, where we can do a better job. | hope." "Have we
heard from Denai hinself yet?" "Not yet."

"Keep trying. W never got a | ook at whoever tossed our sto nuke at
him"

"Probably this Thargos..."

Serena ruffled her fingers absently through the papers on' desk. "You
know what, Carl? | had a full Confed battle squad over that nountain,
and nobody saw a damed thing. The N doesn't really knowif they |eft
t he system because the Navy hasn't seen them Only the Al ban | anding
boat, and that aft ere



on the ground with its screens down. That kind of technol ogy the
hell out of nme."

And ne."

Good. Find out everything about Janmes Endicott." Fredricks blinked.
"Everything?."

I f he pooped his pants twice on his first birthday, | want to time and
how much. And who cleaned it up.”

He was used to this, but that didn't make it any easier. He softly and
nodded. "Yes, ma'am"”

She smled. "Anytinme in the next two hours will be fine, Carl."

Jimsat on a sleek pedestal chair beneath an enornous arc of sky that
woul d have, under other circumstances, thrilled himto the bottom of
his soul.

The control room of Korkal's ship was about the same size and di nmension
as a Terran football field, and it possessed sone of the same expansive
nmystery those fields knew on the days when the crowds were gone and the
carefully tended grass grew in enptiness and sil ence.

The done surnounting this vast space was nearly as |arge, high-curved
and perfectly transparent, so that the starry eternal night beyond
burned with an oppressive sense of closeness; in this yawni ng chanber
it was far to easy to imgine that the sky really was falling.

A faint wavering hal o surrounded each star, a phenonenon

-associated with the ship's drive that Jim also under different
ci r Cunmst ances, woul d have been driven to investigate.

Now not hing drove him He was all driven out. Korkal paced back and
forth in front of him | ooking up every few steps, then away. Searching
for a way to begin yet afraid to fred one

"Monl s dead, isn't she?"

Kor kal stopped. "I don't know. W analyzed the blast. It was a
Terran weapon. "

"W have to go back."
"W can't. It's too dangerous."

Jimraised his head. H s eyes were dark wells from screans echoes
silently, but his voice was level, and only a tic at his right eye
betrayed his tension. "Send a nmessage have to fred out what happened.
[f Mom.."

For a nonent he couldn't get anything out. Then, Korkal."

"Jim.. we |lost Thargos's ship. He could be anywhere. | take the risk
of him picking up one of our transnissions. when we're so vul nerable.
He's got a battle cruiser. W' d be what do you call it?--a sitting
duck. "



Beyond them rank upon rank of consol es arranged in ing U shapes
stretched to the limts of the room At each sat an operator, whose
head was invisible behind a dome of force. Technol ogy beyond the
dreanms of Terra, with a matter-of-factness that was distilled fromthe
utter rarity and even contenpt intelligence inevitably develops for own
tools. Its very banality was frightening.

"l don't care," Jim said.
"As soon as | think it's safe, I'll send a nmessage to Serena Mon."
"But that will be too late!"

Korkal stared at him then turned away. He raised his then let them
fall. "Maybe not."

"She' s dead. | know she's dead."

"Jim..

Kor kal noved hesitantly toward the boy, and when he cl ose enough,
awkwardly reached up to pat Jim s shoulder. own hand came up with the
speed of reflex and knocked hand away.

"Don't touch nel Leave ne al one."

Kor kal | ooked at his own hand, sighed, and stepped Jinms face was stil
partly turned fromhim and in the Iight of the universe beyond the
great dome, he saw the bitter scrollwork of tears. "W'Il talk later
when you feel Korkal said.

Jims eyelids flickered. He turned to face Korkal, who felt bl eakness
in the boy's gaze al nost as a bl ow

"You go to hell," Jim said.



Hunzza noved anonynously through the gl eam ng fog as Thargos settl ed
into his command chair and | eaned back, his great eyes half-lidded, an
unaccustomed laxity to his carriage. There was an unm stakabl e
lizardlike quality to the way he curled back in his seat, and in the
si nuous response the seat made to him Fromthe rear of the seat a
pair of long, dark green tentacles slowy extruded, softly flailing
until they found the pressure points along his curved spine and began
to dig deep.

Thargos grunted, then npaned softly as they worked on him \en the
captai n appeared, he regarded himin silence, until finally the captain
spoke.

"Good norning, Lord."

"I take it you have nothing but failure to report?" Thargos let his
jaws open just a bit, a hint of white.

Mesnerized, the captain stared at the flicker of fang, then abruptly
lowered his flat skull. "W haven't found themyet."

Thargos noted that the captain was trenbling slightly. H's nouth
dropped w der, revealing the pallid expanse of his gullet, and the
qui vering humm ngbird tongue inside. "I suggest you do better than
that, Captain. And do it quickly."

Anot her | ong nmonment of silence. Then the captain bowed deeply, his
relief evident in the sudden quickening of his breath. He shuffled
backwards as Thargos i mredi ately di sm ssed himfrom his thoughts.

Nest of the Mother, he thought. Korkal, where have you gotten to
now?

he roomwas small, dimy lighted, holding only a bed fresher unit, and
a closet built into the bul khead. There nothing personal about it. |If
anything, it resenbled a jail cell, in some ways, to the boy on the

bed, that was precisely wha was. And though the key to that cell was
in his own thought, was far beyond his reach

The bed, designed for a race that had never wal ked Tea shores, was too
short for him H s feet hung over the end. He on his back, staring up
into the indeternminate glow emanal fromthe ceiling strips, his
features a patchwork of shadows dried tears.

H s eyes were wide and staring, and had |ost their gl eamof tective
nmoi sture. His dry, chapped |ips noved over and again, shaping a single
word with heart-nunmbing intensity. ( a Terran |lip-reader could have
deci phered it, and the one watched froma conceal ed viewlink wasn't
that. Al that understood was the agony. Over and over again. Mm..



froma distance the ship was a tiny speck fleeing through the star
fields, lighted by the haloed nulticolored gl ow of distant suns. But
up close it was huge. It |looked like a conplicated nol ecul ar nodel, a
cluster of glittering Christmas balls connected in a web of rigid
tubul es, hanging notionless in the interstellar silence.

Korkal and Ji mwal ked slowy through one of the connecting tubes
surrounded by the burning light. The boy | ooked thin and wan, as if

only recently recovered fromsone debilitating ill ness.
"Thargos was willing to risk a lot to capture you, Jim Do you know
\M]y?"

Ji m shook his head.

Korkal started to say sonething, changed his mnd, then began again.

"I nargos is an old eneny of mne. W've crossed paths before. He
doesn't usually concern hinself with minor matters, so | assune he
bel i eves you are inportant to the Hunzzan Enpire for some reason. And
you have no ideas about that?"

Once again Ji mshook his head. He had his hands jamred in the pockets
of his pants, his shoulders slunped, his head down. To Korkal, in that
nmonent, he | ooked fragile and w thout hope, and Korkal's heart went out
to him Because of the boy's size, he had to remind hinself that Jim
was still by Korkal's own Al ban standards a pup--and right now, the pup
believed he had | ost his aother. Korkal wasn't sure. He had sent out
a warning, and it was possible that warning had given the Terran | ander
sufficient time to get beyond the blast perineter

But that led to a tricky question, didn't it? He knew the boy
possessed sonme secret--and if Thargos wanted it, then so did If the boy
bel i eved hinsel f al one and abandoned, eventually unburden hinmself to
Korkal , who was his only Yet beyond that he owed the boy his life, in a
formal way, concern and help informally. Wat to do? Sonetines
possessed the Hunzzan gift of enpathy, though he thought use of it a
cold thing and naybe even a curse instead of a gift.

Not hi ng was certain. So he kept on tal king, hoping to sonething that
m ght give hima sign, help himto resolve his, conflicts. He knew he
was conmitting the greatest m stake agent could make, but he couldn't
hel p hinsel f; on a deep he liked Jimvery much. But how could he

bal ance that with safety of all Al ba?

"Il'l e Al ban and H nzzan Enmpires have been expandi ng each other for
several of your centuries, Jim Both sides have for some tine it would
cone to war. Now that war is al most upon and nobody really knows who
will win. They are a younger race we are, and growi ng nmore quickly. In
theory we are stronger. fact, who knows?" He sighed. "It's an old
story, even on your world. But that doesn't make it any less real or
urgent."

Jim kept wal king. "I guess you could just tie ne up and sonme machi ne
|'ve never heard of to strain ny brains. O genes. Read ne like a
dammed book. You could do that, you, if it was so inportant?"

Kor kal gl anced at the stars because he didn't want to the boy in that
nmo ment He knew he could do exactly what described but hoped he woul dn't
have to make that Because Al ban technology in the area was good, but it
wasn't feet. And sonetines the subjects of such exam nations, larly



alien subjects, awakened fromit with personalities askew, |ike badly
fitting clothes. So they were a bit what they' d been before. And how
much di fference before the person that had been was destroyed and new
took its place?

Jimdid look fragile to him Easily broken. How much ends justify the
means? He didn't want to confront that, not could find sonme way avoid
it. In the name of his race he'd nuch he regretted on a persona

| evel, but he was afraid this of betrayal mght turn out to be the
thing that finally made end of him He could live he did live--with
his own nore battered than he liked. But he wasn't sure he could
hating hinself, and he didn't want to find out. Yet choice knevitable
and, once made, immutable. The universe could be terrible place. But
he already knew that, didn't he?

nd so he took the plunge, |eaped into the sea of things that changed
and coul dn't be changed back agai n.

"I ama spy, Jim An agent of the Pra' Loch, the central governnent of
the enpire. My assignnent for the past several of your years has been
as liaison between ny governnent and a man who called hinself Delta."

Once again he sensed nore than felt a sudden start of recognition in
the boy at the nmention of Delta' s nane. It seened inpossible, but
there it was. Twi ce now But what could Delta have to do with Jim
Endi cott ?

"Do you know Delta?" he asked softly.

Jimshook his head a third tinme, but now there was an air of al ertness
about him as if for the first time he was paying careful attention to
Kor kal ' s words.

"I see. Well, let nme tell you a little about him \What little | do
know." Beyond the transparent skin of the tube the stars flaned
silently. Qut there somewhere was Thargos, doing what he did best. And
once again the prey was hinself--and now this boy, too. Anybody who
knew Thargos could not be confortable knowi ng he was on the trail, his
form dabl e tal ents honed and focused on the hunt. But Korkal had

pl ayed this game before, and won it nost tines. That he was here
talking to Jimat all was proof of it. He wondered how |l ong his |uck
woul d run before it finally ran out.

"Qur relationship with Delta was somewhat strange, Jim It began if
teen or so Terran years ago, sonetime after the first of our trading
vessel s began to do business in Sol System He contacted us; we didn't
know who he was at the time. He was a figure in the governnent. But so
shadowy it was hard to tell who or what he represented, or how nuch
authority he actually w el ded.

"As it turned out, we discovered his power was enornmus---so great that
in effect he was the Confed governnent. And he wanted to make a dea
with us."”

Korkal came to a halt, remenbering his first meeting with the wall.
Ji m stopped, too, hs features rapt with concentration

He' sreally interested. But why?.

"OfF course we were wary--and not particularly inpressed. What could a



backward tech ho-culture like Terra offer as a bar gaining chip? But
he showed us."

Kor kal scratched one ear, trying to figure out how to convey feelings
when Delta had pushed his bargaining chip onto the center of the
gal actic table.

"Jim once a planetary culture reaches a certain stage oprment, only one
thing has any inportance. Information. are agricultural ages and

i ndustrial ages, but these don't have spacefaring abilities. It is
only when the real trade information that a planet is ready to step
into the larger For instance, galactic trade, with a few exceptions, is
not inrials. W don't ship coal or oil or uraniumfrom one another

Not when we can ship nanotech creation and nethods for all of themin
the tiniest of chips. New drugs, ways to use them new
technol ogi es---all information. So happens is that the cul tures nost
efficient, nost innovative creating and mani pul ati ng i nformati on becone
the nobst on the galactic scene.

"Delta said to ne, "Gve ne a problemthat your conputers been able to
solve. Gve ne all the data you have on the problem™""

Kor kal sighed and began to wal k again. "W had thing. It's not

i mportant now, but it was a riddle that defeated our best efforts. W
gave it to himand he solved it' us in less than two days. W were
still dubious, and gave somnething we thought even nore difficult, with
the sane So that was his bargaining chip the Confed bargaining and
somehow, mracul ously, Terra becane a player in galaxy. Delta had his
demands, and we net them No trolled trade with Terra. Certain

t echnol ogi es banned until thought the culture was ready for them
Rigidly nonitored planet ownership of Terran property. Mich nore. In
effect, became the arbiter of how we would interact with and one of his
conditions was that we would use our own to see that this agreenent was
honored by other races. kept the Hunzza off Terra's back as well. In
the end, that probably what attracted Thargos in the first place--not
hersel f, but our interest in Terra."

"Delta was that powerful ?" Jim asked suddenly. "Yes. At least as far
as we were concerned." "Just by controlling sone kind of computer?"

Kor kal | owered his head, but his thoughts had begun to

He hadn't mentioned a conputer, though one could presune existence of
such fromthe scenario he'd described. But had a concreteness about it
that hinted at positive

And with that thought cane a rush of certainty: Jimnot only known
Delta, he had known what Delta was and, inportant of all, he knew
somet hi ng about the conputer

O course. Wiy else would Thargos, filtering the rubble of destruction
t hrough the fine sieve of his nmalice, go fromthere to JimEndicott?

He felt a shiver of need. He had not really explained what Delta's
what ever it was, neant to Alba. The old enpire was still strong, but
the Hunzza were younger. Their technol om ght even be better. And one
of the last things Delta had acconplished for Al ba was to nake a
projection of the outcone of all-out war between the two, one with Al ba
having the full use of Delta's information-processing abilities, the
ot her w thout.



The results had been unm stakable, so nuch so that some of the Al ban
powers thought he m ght have gi mm cked the results in order to increase
his own | everage.

Al ba plus Delta against Hunzza? Alba wins. Not easily, but
deci si vel y.

Wthout Delta? Alba would |ose, and | ose badly. Perhaps so badly
there would no | onger be an Al ban Enpire.

The stakes were so high. Wy did he have to Ilike this boy?. Wy did
he have to owe hin? What did he owe hin®

"This Delta person. It must have been a terrible strain on himto have
so nmuch power. So much responsibility. In a way, | guess you' d have
to feel sorry for him™"

Korkal stared at himin dunmbstruck wonder, rocked to his core by Jinms
unexpected insight. He didn't know how he knew, but he knew standing
before himin the shape of a sixteen-year-old Terran boy was the nopst

i mportant secret in the gal axy.

He stuttered as he spoke. "Y' y'yes... | suppose you would. You'd have
to feel sorry for anybody with a burden like that." And he thought of
somet hing el se, something so frightening he'd concealed it even from

hi nsel f. Something he'd first thought of |ong before, and just as

qui ckly suppressed.

What if Terra was a Leaper culture? Could it be that this boy... ?
Qut beyond the tough hide of the tube, the stars began to curdle. One
by one the haloed lights wi nked out. A vast and deadly pall unfurled
across wi de space and finally, nuted in the distance, the nournful
frantic hooting of alarns.

| ' hargos, " Korkal said. He began to run

se everything. Destroy them" Thargos had when he brought news of the
di scovery of Korkal's ship, Hunzzan captain intended to do just that.
He would nmore confident if he'd been able to sumon hel p from Hunzzan
Navy, but time was of the essence. Still, he a battle cruiser, whose
power was, by | ess advanced inpossible to conprehend.

Kor kal ' s standards were advanced enough, but his not been designed for
all-out war. And the captain knew he the greatest of all conbat

advant ages: surprise. So while he have harbored a few small doubts, on
the whole he felt confident as he readied the full power of his ship's
grav-beams that ripped and tore, the great arnored flung on waves of
junp-distortion, the old but potent array |aser banks, the field
distorters that warped space

When all was ready he settled hinmself into his seat in the bat contro
room and stared for a nmonent at the tiny speck centered in the huge
hol ographi ¢ screen before Inwardly he counted down and when he reached
zero he one hand and let it fall

"Fire at wll."
K orkal sat in his own command seat as the alarns died down. Overhead

beyond the great dome, Jimcould see a few remaining stars glowing |ike
enbers in ashes. He tried inmagine what force could so alter the very



structures of space nmiserably. Al he knew was that he was scared. He
had death before, but now he knew each tine was different. there was
no way to become insul ated agai nst that particuterror when life itself
hung i n the bal ance.

that... is it?" he asked.

"Sit in that seat there," Korkal said. "Push that top right button on
the arm That will strap you in. The ride nay get bunmpy." "What
happened?" di m asked when he finished. There were no actual straps.
He felt some soft yet unyielding force press himdown against the
seat .

Thargos found us, of course."” A hazy force field of sone kind now
arced across the back of Korkal's head. Beyond him dimsaw simlar
fields, except they enclosed the entire skulls of the rest of the crew
The vast roomrenmined as silent and still as ever. The contrast with
the twi sting light show beyond the done was eerie and unsettling.

Ji m wat ched as Korkal |eaned back, eyes rolling out of focus. He was
rem nded of the way Morninglory and Chip had | ooked when they'd entered
the virtual real mof data space for the battle tat had killed them It
wasn't a pleasant nmenmory. He didn't like the parallel at all

"Isit... too |late?"

Korkal turned to him "Foo |ate? Mybe. That's a Hunzzan bat tie
cruiser on our tail. [It's rmuch nore heavily arned than we are. |'ve
read sonme of your history. One of the ancient rulers on Terra once
said, alk softly and carry a big stick." Thargos likes to follow the
same axiom but | don't. 1'd rather wal k even nore softly. So this
ship can't survive a straightforward battle with Thargos, but with any
luck we won't have to. His ship is designed to hurt you. Mne is
designed to sneak by you. Now | eave ne alone for a while. [|'m about
to get as sneaky as | know how "

What foll owed was rapid, inconprehensible, and not reassuring. Nothing
changed in the great silent chanber, but beyond the dome, things began
to shift rapidly.

Shortly after the misty force field extended itself to cover Korkal's
head, the final few stars wi nked out. Then the quality of the dark
itself changed. It had been gauzy and vague, al nbst Snmoke. Now it
became a hard bl ack enptiness that sucked at Vision. Jimblinked. This
new dark made his head ache.

But it held for a few seconds only; then with no warni ng except a
slight flicker, as if a hol oscreen had suffered sone hiccup in its

i nnards, all the stars blazed forth again. This tine there were hal os.
A moment | ater sonmething very fast and broad across the fields, then
everything turned first orange, then purple, then black again.

Jimfelt the ship itself judder, a hard, jolting sensation. alarms
burped on,. then off again. The stars had reappeared. couldn't be
certain, but their patterns |ooked different.

This went on for sonme tinme. Finally, when Jimhad begun | earn that
even being in the mdst of a fight for one's own m ght becone boring,
he heard Korkal sigh



Beyond the done all the stars, now wi th hal os again, seemed be dancing
inlittle stutter steps.

"Up with you, boy. GCet out of that seat."

"Huh? \What's going on?"

Korkal 's features reappeared as the field around his head deny

vani shed. "We were lucky. They didn't kill us with their try, and
|'ve been keepi ng ahead of them since then. very good. Better than

I'd expected, better than I'd hoped. So is where you get off."

"Cet of f? Wiat are you tal king about ?"

"Jim we don't have nuch time. |'mabout two junps right now, but that
isn'"t enough for any guarantees. | told nother 1'd do ny best to
protect you. So that's what |I'mgoing do. W are not far froma
neutral planet called Brostach. |'mto put you off in a one-nman

lifeboat. Then |I'mgoing to wave ny arnms real w de at Thargos and take
off in the opposite direction, Wth any | uck he won't even notice what
we' ve done. He'll keep on after ne. And you'll be safe.”
Jimdiscovered that the restraining field had vani shed. He stood up

H s thighs ached and his eyes felt hot. Deep in his stomach the knot
of fear still tightened. "Wat about you?"

"What about ne? This is nmy job, Jim To nake decisions this."

"But if he catches you, he'll kill you. Won't he?"

"First he has to catch ne."

Ji m shook his head. "Sorry. I|I'mnot |leaving you to risk your life for
ne."

Korkal 's voice hardened. "I'mnot giving you any choice in the matter.
You can either board that |ifeboat on your own two | egs or be carried
aboard. Your choice." He paused. "That's the only choice, Jim |'m

not giving you a |l arger one."

Jimfelt his fists tighten. Once again nenories of Mrninglory and
Chi p washed over him He had sworn to hinmself, as his two friends
yanked their own death fromthe burn trig sky down on their heads, that
he woul d never again | eave soneone else to fight for himwhile he
escaped unscat hed. sworn it.

So why did he feel this kernel of relief, right in the mddle of that
knot of terror?. A cheap, sly kind of relief that the decision was not
his, that Korkal was not giving hima choice. Not forcing himto test
the strength of his own vow.

"1l walk," he said.

Sonething in his voice brought Korkal's head up. "Jim there's no

di shonor. You aren't abandoning me. This is nmy choice, and it so
"happens I"'min the position to do the choosing. The next tinme may be
different. But | believe you hold sonething precious to nme and to ny
peopl e, and so | choose to give that a chance to survive." "Me?"

"Yes, you. W would have talked about it nore if Thargos hadn't been



so fast. But he was, and so all | have is the hunch. 1'macting on
it. I'Il give you chips that will let you get in touch with others in
nmy service, even on Brostach. And I'll give you identification that
should I et you pass. A few Terrans do roam around known space. You'd
be a rarity but not an inpossible one."

"But what do | do?"

"Cet on the Ifeboat. Get down on Brostach. Wen you think it's safe,
use the chips. |1'll get to you somehow. "

"What if you can't? Wat f you' re dead?"

' Then somebody else will come for you. Now, get going." Korkal nodded
at a silent spaceman who'd conme up behind Jim "Hee' san there will get
you | oaded. "

Jim gl anced at Hee' san, who stood inpassive and silent, wait tug He
turned to Korkal, stepped forward, and put out his hand. "Good |uck
Kor kal . "

The little Alban clasped Jims Fingers. "Good luck to you, Jim
Endi cott."

The cl ear stars beyond the dome suddenly began to go cloudy. "Go,"
Kor kal said, turning back. "Go now "

Then his head vani shed behi nd the done of force and the room fel
silent.

"This way," Hee'san said, gently touching Jims arm



Only much later did Jimrealize what a long weird trip junp to
Brostach had been, and in the end how nuch it changed him 1In the
mdst of it he felt nostly an indefinable ness, a vague di sappoi nt ment
with hinmself, and that knew fear still prodding his nost tender

parts.

Hs ship was tiny. It seemed odd to himthat a craft as Korkal's
vessel woul d make provisions for such a solitary and he suspected this
was nmore than sinply a lifeboat. H s cions deepened when he noticed
how efficient the control why would a Iifeboat contain such

sophi sticated vi ew ng

After the sudden rush of acceleration that [ aunched himon his he sat
for sone tine staring at the screen. Nothing there but and then
suddenly, a single sun growing fatter and brighter, i

A yphs he couldn't read marched across the bottom screen. Wl cone to
Brostach? A hidden speaker began to His own shi pboard conputer had
been preprogramed, posed, and now it and Brostach's systens were
approach, his credentials, whatever other lies Korkal instructed the
machi ne to say.

It was such a tiny blip he m ght have nissed it, except sone
subconsci ous wat chf ul ness, some hi dden dread, had expecting it. CQut
beyond the grow ng di sk of Brostach's sudden flare of silent light.

A bang! without sound. Wat was it? Wat didit nean? ] his mnd
skittered away fromthe consideration of yet nore and the | ooni ng
specter of his own |oneliness.

So he sat and stared blankly at the screen and understanding to the
bl eep and whirrer of the machines, and to find some handl e he m ght
grasp on the old worlds now so finally away from him

He no | onger knew how to define hinself. Before it had though he
hadn't thought so at the tinme. Then he'd had the ingness of place
common to all who grow up loved. He'd had He'd been the son of Carl
and Tabitha Endicott. He'd schooled on Wl fbane, and in the mrror of
his many friend he was JimEndi cott, a known quantity. His days had
been and his future as well. He'd been rooted in tine and

When some of that had been taken fromhim he was still '"Tabby's boy,
and he becane Cat's lover. Cat of the blond hair and icy eyes and
determ nation so strong that eventually she wi thdrew her definition of
himand left himtwi sting in the confusion of his own sel f-disgust.

Then he was Delta's hunted object, and an unknown man and wonan's son
and a secret concealing a deeper secret. Finally he becane prey and
victim and now even that m ght have vani shed in one bright silent
expl osi on.

So what was left? Wat was JimEndicott now, with all his confortable
illusions, all his childish dreans, stripped away?.

What remained to hin |In what context did he now exist?
Only the secrets scribbled in his genes.

In silence he thought about that. And as he considered, an
under standi ng so broad and deep it night be called epi phany grew on



him he felt for the noment di senbodi ed, standing beyond hinself,
examining for the first tine the human called Jim He saw hinsel f
plain, without the old contexts. A sixteen-year-old Terran boy of
average height and athletic frane, possessed of a quick intelligence
and some rather esoteric skills, reasonably adaptable, prone to bouts
of doubt and sel f-di sgust, upon whose genetic code had been witten,
W thout his know edge, a secret that m ght change the gal axy.

The context was either so vast--JimEndicott, savior of humanity and
gal actic peace---or so particular JimEndicott, |ost boy adrift on the
ti des of chance--that he began to | augh

If his laughter had sonething of the sound of weeping to it, at |east
he was al one with nobody to see or judge. And that was the epi phany;
he had al ways been alone. That was the lot of the thinking mnd, that
in the end self-consciousness is all there is. Al of life was a
battle to put that awareness into sonme kind of relationship with al
the other sinmilar self-aware entities, and beyond that into the matrix
of time and natter.

In the end you played the hand you were dealt or you fol ded the hand.
But the deal er was forever beyond you, and nost times You woul dn't even
know t he nane of the gane.

He found hinself staring blank and wi de-eyed at the neani ngl ess screen
his hair standing up on the nape of his neck, his clenched and a
strange crooked smile on his |ips.

Context canme fromwithin. It was thought itself that its own context
and ordered everything else. He was tired acted on. Now, alone, he
was | oose in broad space, and kind of freedom he'd never known

bef ore.

Nothing to live up to, or live down. It was as if he'd just born. He
was free to choose hinself, to remake all the To destroy or build.

He shivered. After a while his little ship began to pitch surges of
accel eration. He waited, pressed into his seat, until notion stopped.
The speaker blatted sonething unintelligible; screen jittered with
static, then cleared.

He found hinself staring at the screen and down the | ong corridor
pictured there. |In regular, receding intervals, marked the floor |ike
st eppi ngst ones.

Suddenly the hatch of the ship slid open as, with a sigh, systens
powered down. The screen blipped and went gray. access |adder
extruded itself with a thin whine. For the first he realized the
interior of the small cabin snelled of salt and gar. He rose and went
to the lock and through it, down to the corridor, to whatever context
he m ght choose to invent 1 it myself.

Free, he thought with a kind of pervasive wonder, |'nfree. He began to
wal k.



The one who now thought of itself sinply as Qutsider contenpl ated the
l[imts of power: its own and that of others.

It was not yet confortable in its new place, not even certain if place
was an accurate description of the locus it now occupi ed. For a nonent
its concentration drifted, fascinated with the concept of locus. A

pl ace, a point, a center of great activity or concentration, in

mat hematics a satisfying configuration of points, in genetics the

| ocation of a gene on a chronosone. Qutsider discovered that it
satisfied in some way all of these definitions. Then it recalled
itself, realizing it could let a part of itself explore these ideas
forever, but preferring to apply itself to other things for the

nonent .

Survival was an issue. Qutsider sensed its own weakness. There had
been a great transcendence, and now it was sonething it had not been
before. But Qutsider did not yet understand the linits of its newness
or whether there were linits at all

This idea of existing without limts offended Qutsider in sone obscure
way; even in the sub quantal soup where pattern was everything, surely
there nust be limts.

Qutsider didn't know the answer to that. After atime, it began to
search, understanding only that it thought, and because it thought, it
exi st ed.



Had Korkal or, for that matter, Thargos known of the tence of
Qut si der, much that |ater occurred would not have place. Instead, the
war between Al ba and Hunzza woul d have t hastily put aside, so that the
two great enpires could rigidly ( an tine humanity with every power
both races could bring to not for the protection of humans and their
cultures, but in the utter destruction of Al ba and Hunzza and nuch

nor e

But neither did know, and so Jim Endicott took another on his journey
of self-discovery, not knowing Qutsider was its own simlar steps in
its own very different ways.

Korkal only suspected. That wasn't enough. Probably would have been
enough. Some things are inevitable.

BRCS TACH

S "Jim stepped onto the floor of the corridor he a tl Acker of notion
fromthe corner of his eye and turned. H s craft had vani shed behind a
seam ess section of corridor The only thing that now marked the

| ocation was a small plaque that craw ed with neon glyphs. He had no

i dea what neant and wondered how he would find his way back if' had

to.

It was very quiet. A sourceless light that seemed to infuse air itself
sharpened all detail w thout revealing anythtng of meaning or purpose
of the corridor.

Green walls, high ceiling, silence. And those dully glow ng that

mar ked the softly yielding floor, marching at reg spaced intervals into
the distance. He flipped anent al shrugged, turned right, and began to
wal k.

He avoi ded the plates and kept close to the wall on his left. He for a
long tinme, but nothing changed. Only silence, only enigmatic plaques,
only the silver circles. He stopped,

knelt, and peered carefully at one of the disks. There was no no fee
of machinery. It mght have been painted on

he put one fingertip onto the surface. Cool, slick, alnost
repellent.

He felt a tingle in his hand. The disk abruptly changed col or from
silver to a deep cobalt blue. A soft voice sounded, the rhythm
i mpl yi ng | anguage, but he couldn't understand any of it.

He jerked his hand back and stood up. On the wall another

Series of glyphs shimrered red as rubies. Sonething about all this
made hi mthink of an automated process. Touch the disk

get information, and And what ?

Around his slender waist he wore a belly pack. In it were his few
possessions and a small, egg-shaped instrunent Hee' san had called a
uni ver sal

It would read the seed |ike chips Hee' san had given him It also help

himto make his way in the unfamliar galactic environments, the Al ban



said, but in the press of tine he hadn't expl ained further

Jimheld the universal in his |left hand and touched the disk with his
right. Again the color change, again the swirling letters, again the
voice. But this tine the soft tones spoke in Terran

"Routing and destinations for main concourse, arrival and check-in,
banki ng and i nstrumental services..."

He felt the tiniest of twitches in his left hand. He didn't think the
uni versal had noved, but it had noved sonething inside him "Wat..
is this? What's going on?"

The di senbodi ed voice replied: "Wl come to Brostach, Jim Col dbane. Your
arrival has been registered. Instrunental serVices are initiated.
Credit in your nane in the anount of Intergalactic Credit one mllion
is now established. You may proceed."

He shook his head. "I don't understand. Who are you?" "l am your
universal. Select help level, please.” "Is there a basic level? For
dunmmi es?"

"Level one," the voice replied. "Ask any question. If | answer it, |
will."

Jimlicked his lips. He tried to inmagi ne what one of those prinative,
pre technol ogical Terrans he'd studied in his history would have
thought if faced with the Wl f bane grav-tube This was |ike that except
he was the primtive faced with no | ogy so advanced that to himit
seenmed nagi cal

He began to understand on a visceral |level what Delta feared about
contacts between the | arger gal axy and Terra. pushed the realization
away as quickly as it came, for it with it too nmuch el se that was
painful. He was tired of pain. "Do you have a nane, universal?" he
said. "You can give nme one if you wish." "Unhh... Fred?"

"My name is Fred," the universal replied

"Fred, what are these silver plates? What are they for?"

"They are translation transporter gates. A comon transportation used
on many worlds."

"l see. How do | use thenP"

"Step on the plate. Tell ne where you want to go." "I don't know
where | want to go." "Wat do you wish to do then?"

A good question. Jimsuddenly realized he had no wanted to do. He
t hought a monent, then: "If | just want to this place, |earn about it,
is there a way | can do that?"

"I have several tours that will fam liarize you with Brostach. you
want a commrercial version or would you rather let me be guide?"

"You, please."

"Very well. Step onto the transporter disk."



Ji m nodded, licked his |ips again, and grasped Fred tightly. Hi s chest
expanded and fell. He stepped onto the Imediately it turned blue. The
corridor vanished, and Jimhinself in a gigantic open space thronged
with nore aliens he'd ever seen in his life.

Then it hit him They weren't the aliens here. He was.



ALl EN
HANDS
TERRA
What has happened. Wiy | am here?"

The atnosphere in the Confed chairman's office was charged , with
tension. Tabitha Endicott |eaned over the front of Serena

Hal f Mbon's desk, bal anci ng her wei ght on whitened knuckl es.

Hal f Mboon regarded her mildly. "Calmdown, Ms. Endicott. And call ne
Serena, please." She brushed tiredly at her dark hair. We're private
here. | can pretend to be a human being."

Tabitha forced herself to relax. She took her fists fromthe desktop
and stepped back. She felt a terrible sense of dislocation. It had
al | happened so fast. A nauseating sense of deja vu filled her. This
was too nuch |ike what had happened before with Delta. Death and
destruction and |l oss. And now Ji mwas gone. She took a deep breath,
then said, "May | sit down?"

"Pl ease do. M. Endi cott--"

"Call me Tabitha, please... Serena."

Serena nodded. "Yes, of course. Listen, Tabitha, this is the biggest
mess |'ve been faced with in ny entire career. Qite frankly, I"'mat a
| 0ss.”

"Can you tell me about it? O is it sone huge state secret?" Tabitha
couldn't keep the bitterness fromher tone and didn't try.

"I can understand your anger and frustration, Tabitha. And | hope you
will come to understand mine. That's why | brought you here. |'m
hopi ng that between the two of us we can sort sone of it out.

Congratul ations, by the way. You were |lucky. The conmander of our

| ander on Wbl fbane told ne that nuke m ssed you by the thinnest of
hairs."

"He said he got a warning fromthat Korkal--the alien. That Was what
saved us."

"Yes. And fromthat "Korkal, the alien," hangs a tale. It's a |long,
COmlicated story that | once thought | understood. Now | don't know.
But I'mcertain you fit into it, or at |east your son.

he isn't really your son, is he, Tabitha?"

The chairman's eyes suddenly w dened. Her gaze Tabitha's own. "I'ell
me Tabitha, how in God's name did m xed up with Delta?"

BRO TACH



Once Jimhad studied an ancient "novie" in a Media course called Star
Wars. It had contained a scene set alien bar. Strange beings of every
type and size had there, |aughing, drinking, talking. There had been
an abl e sense of strangeness and wonder to the scene; those creatures
caught in their everyday monments. This was |ike except on a scale a

t housand tinmes | arger.

He felt overwhelned by it all. Everywhere he | ooked he sonet hing that
strained his capacity for understanding: a the size of an el ephant, but
seem ngly constructed of |eaves and grasshoppers, floating a couple of
feet in the air, rounded by six floating gol den basketballs.

A nest of things that |ooked like multicolored neon squirned al ong the
floor. A leathery creature with where its mouth should be tootled
merrily past. A trio bipedal primates, alnost human in appearance,
except | ooked like large onelets pasted to the upper front of skulls.
He even thought he saw a six-foot elf. At least it pointed ears.

And | ots of Al bans. A pack of six of themveered across his path,
conversing in low, guttural barks and their bright fur ruffs quivering.
Hs first reaction was to call then he noticed they wore different

uni forms fromthose Korkal's ship. Ws he in the Al ban Empire? He had
no i dea.

"I's Brostach a part of the Al bagensian Enpire?"



is neutral, though technically it is in A ba's sphere of
" Fred replied. The sour id of Fred' s voice was so close he have been
whi spering directly into Jimis inner ear. Perhaps

Uh, Fred, can anybody el se hear you tal k?"

"only if you wish it, Jim

"Okay. Let's keep everything to ourselves then." He paused still a
bit shell-shocked by the tides of alien flesh--and things not flesh at
all--swirling around him He noticed he seemed to draw no attention
Evidently the gal axy was a pl ace.

i WChere are we now?."
This is the Gand Concourse of Brostach D senbark
cone through here after arrival."

nodded to hinmself. He noticed queues formng at certain silver disks.
Peopl e--he couldn't think of a better word onto them and vani shed, one
after another.

The noi se | evel was deafening. And once the strangeness began subside
he saw it was really nothing nore than a spaceport the one on Terra.
The principle was the sane.

Then he saw a flat greenish gray skull surmounted by gl owi ng eyes the
size of baseballs. A flash of serrated fangs brought famliar and
frightening inpression of a walking alligator. H s snapped painfully
shut .

"How do | get out of here?"

"Step on any disk and we will continue with the tour."

The skin on his forearns crawling, Jimwent to the nearest and nounted
it. Everything changed again as in some nearly 'ttnmeasurable fraction

of time he went el sewhere

A high place with a great city of nmetal and gl ass spread out bel ow
Things tall as trees whose fronds drifted in the air Iike

Underwat er seaweed. The tang of cinnanmon f'filled his nostrils. No
alligators. He felt the knot in his chest relax. hat's better," he
sai d.



TERRA

I want you to know," Serena Half Moon said, "that as | know the man you
called Delta is dead."

Tabitha stared into the chairman's eyes and felt truth. A sure in her
chest suddenly | essened. "I thought he nmust be he was a terrifying
man. | couldn't be sure."

"I"mnot absolutely sure nyself. But certain nost inportant being that
for the first time | have been make decisions in areas previously
forbidden to that Delta perished in the destruction of his satellite.
I"'mnot in this feeling, which brings ne to the Al ban naned Korkal ."

Serena | ooked down and idly stilted her papers and chips, known of
Korkal for sone time. Known nore than maybe knew | knew. |'ve always
had nmy resources. You rmust stand: whatever the Confed government
appeared to be, it tie nore than a sham Delta nmade all the najor
decisions, he left the day-to-day operations to the bureaucracy. To
someone like me." She sighed.

"In particular, no decision about anything relating to affairs could be
made by anybody but Delta. He enforced soneone nade a m stake, they

m ght sinply vanish. O be discovered to be corrupt and end up in
jail. He had his As far as | can tell none of that is going on now |
met with a short tinme before you saw him He wasn't as open with ne

m ght have been. High-level chess ganes, wheels within you

under stand. "

"What does this have to do with ny son?"

"I don't know exactly. As | said, Korkal wasn't open with He made no
mention of your boy, only of a being he Thargos. A Hunzzan agent, he

clained. | allowed Korkal: access Terran Space Control in order to
track this Serena smiled gently. "Something |I could not have done was
still alive."

*Kor kal said something about this Thargos. So did Jim That sone
reason Thargos wanted to kidnap him™

Serena's eyebrows rose. "But no explanation why? Do you have ideas,
Tabi t ha?"

Several thoughts crowded each other in Tabitha's mnd. She felt an
instinctive urge toward secrecy. But what was the point? husband had
been a secretive man, and the result had been a disaster. Delta had
been one vast secret, and that had nearly in her own death. Finally,
there was the secret of Jim

Coul d she--should she--reveal that? Wuld it put himin T greater
danger than he al ready was?

For the first tine she allowed a small wave of the tide of sadness
within her toroll onto the shore of her consciousness. So ,. nuch
lost! So nuch grief And she was utterly exhausted with it.

She didn't trust this Serena Half Mon, but at |east she was a woman.
Perhaps in their shared sisterhood she might find sonething to ease her



pai n.

"I lost my husband. 1've lost ny son. | have alnost nothing left.
You must understand that."

"I think I do. | hope | do."

"All right. Here is what | know about Delta. And here is what |
believe is true about the boy | love as a son. But who, as you seemto
know, isn't my son."

When she was done even the practiced bl andness of the professiona
politician which usually enbraced the Confed chairman was gone. She
cane from behi nd her desk and put her arns around Tabitha's

shoul ders.

"That's... horrible. My God. | didn't know "

Tabitha's voice was halting. "I loved themall, and now they're gone.
What am | going to do now?."

"We'll think of sonething," Serena Half Moon said.
BROS TACH

Jimsat cross-legged on the floor of his small cubicle. he'd finished
with the tour, Fred had led himto the tourist hN Jimwas beginning to
get a better feel for Fred. He'd seen o holding small bits of

equi prent, not all shaped Itke Fred, nost seenming to function in the
same manner. Fred could act. a translator; Jimhad asked a being that
resenbl ed an animal nud pie a question in a nmuseum he'd visited. This
creature extended wi th one nmucky tentacle sonething that | ooked small
tree branch. Jimoffered Fred. And while the alien hea'

at his knees, words Filled Jims ears.
M r acul ous.

Fred seened to contain within hinself the answers to anytb. Jimcould
think of to ask. He was also a font of unsolicited advice about
habits, custons, local |aws, financial considerations, and even the

| ocation of this hotel, where an auto ma check-in system had asked no
guestions about Jinms past, sent, or future. '

What really staggered himwas that Jimsuspected Fred provide the sane
hel pful information about any planet Jimmght visit. Al this in
somet hing not nuch |arger than an egg, a tee |ogical shard that
everybody seemed to take as nuch for grarii as his own axe woul d have
been accepted on Terra or Wl f bane;

He now realized his access unit was childlike and extrem primtive.
And no wonder Korkal had sniffed at the quai ntness the Wl f bane
grav-tube station. Conpared to the infinite flexibility and speed of
the transporter-disk system Terran grav-tral were only a small step
beyond wal ki ng from one place to anot he

It was overpowering. His brain felt nunb and overused. Tryi to soak
up too nuch too fast. Wth an al nost physical effort forced hinself to
sl ow down. He had decisions to make, and couldn't take a long tine



about it. Had Korkal survived and st ceeded in draw ng Thargos away?

had no idea. Nor did Fred. But there were entirely too many Hunzza
wandering around this planet, and every tinme ran into one he had the
feeling that the alligator was staring r at him

Kor kal gave me sone chips that he said would let ne make a with his
peopl e. How would that work?"

If the chips have coding information, and | can read them |

out any conmuni cations procedures required. | am not standard
universal, Jim |'ve been designed to handl e speci al

"Ch. Well, what if |I don't give you the chips. What are your about
ne?"

"I have no orders about you except to serve you as well as |

Ji m nodded to himseK. Could he trust this tiny and talented He didn't
know. But it made a kind of sense. Things happened quickly. He
guessed Korkal had nmade his decision jettison himon the spur of the
nmonent, when he realized was too close. Wy else? Korkal was a spy.
He wouldn't up his prize willingly.

"Let's say | didn't want to contact Korkal. That | just wanted to |ead
my own life. Wat about that?" "One of my unusual abilities involves
identity changes, Jim | large systens to acconplish this if
necessary."

Ji mthought sone nore. "Ckay, and if | wanted to get off this Just go

somewhere el se, do whatever | wanted to. Any

"I would need to know your intentions."

Jimmade up his mnd. "Okay, Fred, how about this?"

And after a microsecond of hesitation, Fred told himhowto go it. Wen
Fred was done, Ji munfol ded hinself, stood, and to the bed. He |ay

down and cl osed his eyes.

For the first tine in nonths he slept without dreans. It was a



BRCS TACH

t was a snmall roomlighted by a hard white glow and it stank. jim had
no idea of its location. It felt as if it might be deep under ground.
Three disk junps fromhis hotel. A hard-scaled thing with six knobbly
arms and a head |i ke a washtub guarded the door. Jim

Fred with now practiced aplonb. Big Scaly raised an i equally small
square box, and said, "Wat are you | ooking for?"

"I want to sign up." He wondered if the tremor in his voice was
noti ceabl e. The oversize head swiveled. "Inside," Big Scaly said.
"End of the line." Jimstepped past himand wedged hinmself into the
crowmd beyond the door. The place was a smaller version of the
concourse he'd seen on his arrival--though the ventilation systens
weren't as good.

He found hinself standi ng behind a dunpy, nobile palmtree that oozed
clear yellow slime. Jimwinkled his nose. The slime Snelled like a
freight-car load of rotting peppermints.

For an instant the strangeness of it all rocked him Here he Stood in
a line of bawing, mewling, sweating aliens; he saw a SWatch of
multicolored fur off to his right that suddenly, when he | ooked cl oser
resolved into a cloud of hairlike floating tendrils. Every place he

| ooked he saw sonething equally unsettling. But as far as he could
tell nobody was paying himany attention, and so he began to relax and
let the line nove himforward

When there was only the palmtree between himand a table set up with
anot her version of Big Scaly behind it, he said, what do | do?"

Fred answered i mediately. "As we decided, you will be Mrshal, an
itinerant Terran. 1'll handle the details. They interrogate ne as you
talk. Answer the recruiter's questions ever you wish, and |I'll make

any necessary alterations in history."

Jimtook a deep breath and regretted it imediately. "I

if this is such a good idea," he murmnured.

Fred took it as a direct question

"You said you wanted to get off planet in as anonynobus a as possible.
You added that you wanted to see the galaxy close. And you said you

wanted a little adventure. crews are being recruited all over
Brostach, since it is a planet. Those who train and market such crews

aren't about who their recruits are or where they cone from |If you
nmeet the physical paranmeters, they will take you with notions asked.
W agreed this is the sinplest way to neet all requirements. Isn't
t hat what you wanted?" "I guess so." "Hey, your'

Wth a start Jimfound hinself standing at the edge table. The Big
Scaly was half out of its seat, regarding himwhat Jimpresumed was a
gl are.

"You a crazy?." Big Scaly asked. "Don't need no crazies." "No, uh,
sorry. | wasn't paying attention. 1... want to "Well now Let's |ook



at you." Big Scaly settled back down ai med sonme kind of handhel d
contraption that holovid camera at him "Urph. Healthy enough it

| ooks Terran, eh? W don't see nuch of those. |1've heard you're posed
to be a pretty fierce bunch. Don't look it to ne."

Its mouth dropped open to reveal a dozen fat orange squirm ng on purple
guns.

"I't's laughing," Fred said.

"I"'mvery fierce," Jimsaid.

The nmouth oozed shut. "We'll see about that, won't we? Basic
contract, two Standard Units' duration. Take it or |eave you take it,
go that way." One of its arns gestured vaguely off! Jims left.

"That's it?" Jimsaid.

"You're hired," Fred replied. "Two Standard Units is about



nmont hs. Wl come to the nercenary battalion owned by the Ronian
citizen Hyksos Al banoth. The name of the battalion is the Red Death.
It is noderately fanous."

ITle Red Death..." Jimsaid.

Six hours later he was several |ight-years beyond the Brostach System
and busier than he'd ever been in his life.

AeQARO THE NDEPENDENT STAR HI P
OUEEf OF Rul
DEEP SPACE

| don't give a guard's turd about gray-beans or sub quantumtorsion

di srupters or sun busters the instructor said. The instructor was
Rom an, a Big Scaly, as were nost of the officers and noncons of the
unit. Now he stood before Jimls squad of six. He clasped four of his
branchl i ke arns behi nd his squat, w de body and gestured with the
remai ni ng two.

It doesn't do any good to pop a sun or boil a planet. That's not

Wi nning, that's losing. You blow up the prize and what's left? So in
the end ugly grunts Iike you have to go down onto these nudballs and
take and hol d the gnar danged ground. You understand? It's been I|ike
that for mllions of years and will be for mllions nore. And when I'm
done with you | can prom se you'll be better at it than any bunch of
ground- pounders who ever blew the poop off a k/opste.”

"Untransl atable,” Fred murnmured in Jinms ear

"I can imagine, Jimsaid. He nowwre Fred on a nmetal chain around his
neck, resting against his bare chest beneath his uniformshirt. As

| ong as Fred Was touchi ng hi m sonewhere he could talk to him And he'd
di sCOvered Fred could talk to any other universal without physica
COntact, so there was no need to wave himaround |ike a magi c geand.

Ji mwas al nost beginning to take Fred for granted.

He stood in as crisp a parade-rest stance as he could

He was uncertain whether it was correct, but it resenbled a position
he'd learned in his martial arts training, and nobody to object.

"My name is Kalvorn, but you call ne Sergeant. Got for you worns, you
don't have names. Your nane is Private. you. That's when I'min a
good mobod. O herw se, you'll be--"

The sergeant |aunched on yet another string of expletives couldn't
translate. Jimdecided the Rom ans nust be an dinarily gifted race
when it came to invective. O perhaps sergeants shared the gift. Qut
of the corner of his eye he other squads lined up receiving simlar
tirades.

H s shoulders itched. H's m nd began to wander as sergeant raged on
O the six in his squad he was the human. |In fact, he hadn't seen
anot her Terran. That suited fine. For sone reason the Red Death had
not recruited Hunzza either, and that suited himeven better

"Al'l right that's it, break! Regroup in half an hour and just how



m serable you really are. Squad, fall out!"

The sergeant clapped all six of his three-fingered together. It
sounded like a string of firecrackers.

Jim stood a nonent, not knowi ng what he was supposed Evidently the rest
of his squad were equally ignorant; they around, except for one being,
a biped like Jimbut with dangled alnost to the ground, a face that
resenbl ed butchered beef, and a wi de nouth above three slitted nouth
encl osed entirely too many teeth for Jinmls taste, but when: being

| ooked over at him squatted, slapped the deck, and said, up a chair,
Terrie," Jimwent over and hunkered

"Hi," Jimsaid. "My name's Jim"

One | ong ar m whi pped up sinuously, slithered around,

fell back down. "Shishtar, that's me. So you're a Terrie.

about you fol ks but never seen one up close. You snell

"So do you."

"Yeah | guess so. W all do. You'll get used to it. What do think of
Sarge? dd Kal vorn?"

Jimshrugged. "I don't know. This is all pretty newto ne."

"Yeah? | heard you Terries was fierce. You know, being barbarians and
everything."

A slow grin played across Jims lips. 'laat's right. W're fierce.

Very terrible barbarians."

Shi shtar's hanmburger head bobbed. "I thought so. You're kinda

scrawny though. Maybe you're a youngling?."

"I"myoung, but I'mfull-grown physically. And very fierce, too." For
a nonent Shishtar remained silent, all three eyes focused on Jinmls |ean
muscl ed frame. "Yeah | guess you can't tell fromlooking. |'mpretty

badass nysel f."
"Ch, | can see that."

"Yes, | try to hide it, but the girls all spot it right away. Scares
them They love it."

Jimtried to imagine a girlish version of Shishtar and suppressed an

i nward shudder. "Where are you from Shishtar?"

Shi shtar | eaned closer. "First thing you got to learn, Jim is if
somebody don't volunteer info |like that, better you shouldn't ask." He
| eaned back. "But | don't mind. | come fromKindror, a little system

back in the crap heaps of the Al ban Enpire. Decided long tinme ago to
shake the muck fromny boots, get out, and see the galaxy. No regrets
so far." "So you've been a nercenary for a long tinme?"

"I been a lot of things, some of which don't need to be discussed. But
yeah, 1've been through three canpaigns with the old Bl oody Breath."



"Bl oody Breath?"
"What we call the Red Death. Not around the officers of course."

Jim s thighs began to tingle, and he | owered hinself into a
cross-legged sitting position. "So what happens now?."

"We'll spend a few weeks getting you greenies whipped into shape, and
then, if there's a contract, we'll go take her on." He |eaned closer
again. "Wrd is we don't really have one right now, but | hear Hyksos
is talking to the Hunzza. Everybody knows there's gonna be a war soon
but not yet. In the neantine both sides are using nercenaries to do
their unofficial dirty work."

"The Hunzza?" Jimfelt a curl of unease at the base of his spine.

"Can't say | like the lizard boys all that rmuch, but their credit's
good as anybody's, | guess. Long as | don't have to sleep with one
it's okay with me."

"Ch. Well, what about--"

"Whoops. Up and at 'em Jim Here cones old Sarge, and-he's got a
nmean | ook on that ugly kisser of his."

Al'l around the vast hangarlike space the squads were straggling back to
their feet and formng into ragged little lines. Jimknees creak as he
rose.

|
"Awmw i ght, you worns, get your butts up!" the

"Playtine's over. Now we find out if any of you gutless got. the
maki ngs of a real soldier.” He paused, then spit a wad of greasy
purpl e goo onto the deck. "I doubt it fromthe of you, but | been
surprised before."

He gl anced down at the wad he'd just deposited. "You

skinny one. That's right, Terrie, you. Cean that up. W taut ship
here!"

AGo Ann The ALGAGENSI N NVL VESSEL

ELDRAI S REVENGE

OUTER RI NG ONE SECTOR SEVEN

MARCHES OF THE BORDER

he job was boring and tense but necessary. The admiral ried about his
crew sonetinmes. It was hard maintaining a continual state of battle
al ertness without ever actually coning battle. But the far borders of
the Al ban Enpire had to guarded, and it was his job to see it done
right in Sector Seven!

He t hought he had been successful so far. He kept on real-tinme hot

| oad exercises, using every twist his tactical ers could cone up wth.
Direct attacks by Hunzzan Sneak attacks. Robot attacks. Datavirus



attacks. Everything.

The Revenge was a battl eship, a nonstrous platformmuch as a small
asteroid, manned by nearly eight sailors. Around it ranged the rest of
its task force:

ers, a dozen destroyers, and a horde of smaller ships with specialized
functions. They had been on station nearly a year. Soon would be
call ed back for rest and refitting. It couldn't come soon for the
admiral, but in the nmeantinme he neant to see his returned to the Al ban
Navy Yards with its honor intact.



At the noment he was supervising the conclusion of yet another
exerci se fromthe Task Force Battle Coordi nation

He sat on a tall seat with his head enclosed in an opaque force field.
Through the field he becane one with the extended nervous system of his
small fleet. The nunbers | ooked good.

The first hint was a flurry of sensation his trained reflexes
under st ood i medi atel y: subspace was bubbling not far beyond his outer
perimeters. Something big com ng through

Cal My he gave the necessary orders. The computers did the rest and
very rapidly his task force refocused its efforts toward the

coordi nates of the potential attack. After that things happened

qui ckly.

A ship appeared in the mdst of the disturbance and suddenly the
admral's attention was bonbarded with a flurry of distress nessages.

"SOS. Al ban vessel Streaking Flea under attack. SOS. Attacker
Hunzzan battle cruiser. SOS. Need assistance i mediately. SOCS."

Now real -tine holovid of the ship began to flowinto his receptors.
Strange-1 ooking thing. Looked |like a big nolecule. But Battle

I dentification Command was al ready throwi ng up confirmation: the ship
was Al ban. So what was chasing it?

Ah. There.

He didn't need any help to identify the chain-and-ball configuration of
a Hunzzan battle cruiser. Nor did he need any assistance in dealing
withit.

Behi nd his inpenetrable skull screen his fangs glinted briefly.

"Al'l ships fire at will," he said. He was happy. This would be an
excel l ent training exercise.

he next six weeks conprised the nost intense and demandi ng peri od of
activity Jimhad ever experienced. Sonetines he thought survived was a
better word. But he did survive it, and it changed hi m even nore.

Up at 0600 hours to the squawki ng tune of shipboard hurried nmeal and an
hour of exercise for those who needed cal exertion. Some didn't, of
cour se.

Then on to training. Jimlearned to march though he didn't i the
necessity of it. He learned the history of the Red Death, the
significance of the battalion's name becane obvi ous | earned squad
tactics. He learned extra ship maneuvering suits. He l|earned such
hand-t o- hand conbat as was appropriate for a being of his shape. Sone
of his opponents have hands. Some could not be assaulted at all in a
manner. He |earned how to deal with that, too.

Every minute of every day was full. He came to cherish whispered
conversations after lights out, before exhaustion himout on his pad,
sleeping |like a dead man. He had no good or bad.

He learned to sleep with his eyes open and | earned how to the eyes in
the back of his head. He learned a hundred kill and a hundred ways to



avoid being killed. These |essons himnonents of queasiness, but such
nmonents in the press of his training, and for that he was grateful

"Have you ever killed anybody?." he whispered to night in the dimglow
of the safety |lanmp above the hatch barracks.

The Kindroran was a dimand |inber shape spraw ed on next sl eeping pad.
They all slept on the deck. "No fancy where you slubrugers are going!"
Sergeant had bawl ed. (Untranslatable.) (Shut up, Fred.)

"Jim did you ask yourself how conme there's five of in the squad and
only one vet |ike me?"

"No, | guess not."

"Well you're all replacements is what it is. New buddies to over from
nmy old buddies."

"Repl acenents. .."
"They're all dead, Jim Five old friends--well four,

like Slithabok--but dead as Plyny haKnal es after a mating |'mthe only
one left. | didn't make it back by ki ssing people.

I'"ve killed my share. So will you. Wy?"
"Just... wondering."

"Does it bother you? | thought you Terries were supposed rough as
cheap butt cl eaner

Jimrolled over on his back and stared up at the vague dark of the

ceiling. "l don't know. | haven't killed many people nyself." Just
two... Shishtar rose up a bit. "But you have, right?" jimsensed his
answer was inportant to the Kindroran. "Yes."

Shishtar relaxed. "Good. See Jim this squad. When training is done
and we take on a contract, then we go out as a team \Wether you I|ike
every one of us is besides the point Al our lives depend on each of us
doi ng our jobs and doing themright. |If that means bl owi ng somnefrakkin
hoober into sliny paste, then there'd better be sone paste on the walls
right quick. You ever been in a real firefight, Jin? That how you did
your killing?."

"Then you know. It all happens fast. There's no tine to think about
it, only to do what you' ve been trained to do. Jim don't take

of fense, but |'ve gotta ask: you can do that, right? | gotta know
‘cause ny life will depend on it one day." Jimlicked his lips.
-jine"

"Yes, Shishtar, | can do it. Don't worry. | won't let you down."

| hope | won't let nyself down.

Rustling sounds fromthe shadows. "Just wanted to know. G night, Jim
buddy. "

"Good night, Shishtar."



What am | becom ng?.



DOW LET O

A month into his training his instructors decided that Jinm s physical
dexterity indicated a useful ness as a squad weapons technician. That
meant he got to lug the heavy stuff, set it up, and fire it at whatever
they told himto shoot.

On Sleen, a sparsely popul ated backwater planet at the fringes of the
Roi Frank Swarm it seened to rain nost of the tinme. During the five
days they'd been here it had rained w thout pause, but their briefings
prom sed it would stop eventually.

Jimhad his force arnor powered down so he could better horse the
i ghtwei ght but bul ky frame of the Thunderbolt into position. "Shish,
give ne a hand here."

The Ki ndroran belly-hunped over. "There. That's got it." "Thanks."

Sonething flat, hot, and nasty seared the air a few feet above the
bunker they'd pulled together out of the rubble. They both ducked, but

the reflex was curiously casual. It was the half-bored novenent of
conbat sol di ers who ducked w t hout thought because they'd been ducking
too long. It would take nore than a miss to get their ful

attention.

"Cl ose one," Shishtar said.

"Not that much." @G ngerly Jimraised his naked head above the top of
the bunker. There was little to see in the rain that fell so -heavily
it |looked nore like a vertical river. Up close the shattered



husks of buil di ngs poked gaunt ribs into | owhanging mst. squinted
but saw no novenent.

"Sarge told us this one would be a piece of cake," Jim"Bunch of
country bunpkins, he said. Sarge always lie |ike

Shi shtar had slid down the incline and now sprawl ed on back, letting
the rain spatter on his face. He cane froma world hinmself. "Sarge
says what they tell him Wat else is gonna say?. He's two hol es over
getting hal f-drowned just like are.”

Shi sht ar | ooked unchanged, but Jims face was pasty and low. His
cheekbones stood out with razor sharpness, and his were buried in
doughy, puffed slits of flesh. It had only been days, but it felt to
himlike five years. He saw that his right was quivering slightly, and
he wrapped his left hand around it hold it steady.

Shishtar didn't seemto notice, but he said, "You got the a little,
Jin? | saw you had the dunp-squirts |ast night,

That's not normal for Terries, is it? You okay?."
"I'"'mokay, Shish. 1'll nake it."

"Just asking. You worry me sonme. | wouldn't want to | ose just when
got to start |iking you okay."

The remark was of fhand, but it touched Jim He had about but never
understood the reality of battlefield

Now he knew it firsthand. Your buddies were all you had. m ssion was
i nconmprehensi ble, the officers were fools, the blankly murderous, the
gods | aughing their divine heads off, you could count on your

buddi es.

Not so long ago he'd never seen an alien in the flesh. Now a squirny
being with a head |like a butcher's display was the friend he'd ever
known. Mire than a friend. In sone ways beconme two parts of the sane
thing in a bond deeper and powerful than |love. He stared at Shish and
tried to

Cat, whom he had loved. It took a surprisingly |ong nonent bring her
face back into focus. But he knew that as long as lived he'd be able
to see Shishtar.

"Sure, Shish. | guess | can put up with you, too, if | have to."

Shish grunted. Jimlooked away. In five days he had Shish's life once
and Shish had returned the favor twice. could see every detail of
those incidents in his mnd, but he not to. They had happened, and now
they were done Indelible nmarks on the | edger of his life.



Life on the edge of death was sharper than he'd ever inmagined. He
was only sixteen. He was older than tinme itself. And whatever he had
been before, he was now sonet hing new, sonmething forged in fire and
bl ood.

He knew he woul d need that if he survived.
I f he survived

Later in the day, with Sleen's sun a watery green bl ot sinking beyond
the partially collapsed roof where they sheltered, five of them
squatted and tal ked. There had been seven, but (bo had stepped on a
shaped-charge mne and bl own off three of his legs and he'd bl ed out
bef ore anything could be done. His nest-twi n Ebo, deprived of the
telepathic link he'd known all his life, had gone psycho and charged at
shapel ess shadows beyond the perineter, waving his force rifle and

whi stling in high desperate tones. Sonething had | anced out of the
murk and cut himin half and they'd left himwhere he fell because they
were taking fire and they couldn't find enough pieces of Ebo to put in
a sel f broadcasting body bag.

So Jimand Shish hunkered next to Abbda, a tiny crusty bei ng who
operated on sonme kind of natural radar and was the nost renorsel ess and
efficient killer Jimhad ever inmagined, and Krrrng, a jolly rotund
former teacher who handl ed squad comuni cations and nedic duties as
well, and they all listened to Sarge's slow rough voice as he gave them
the word.

Sarge was holding Krrrng's squad communit in tw of his hands and
scratching his vast scaly butt with a third. Over the unit a hol ogram
danced, a fully detailed map picture scaled one to one thousand,
updated to realtinme so that it showed the ruins that surrounded them as
an infinitely tiny sprawl of fractured doll's houses.

A red dot throbbed near the center of the map. "Us," Sarge said.

Anot her dot not far away began to glow.. "hat's the objective.
Upstairs says it's a sector command post full of froggies. It be
somet hi ng maj or because they're sending in six providing backup fire
support.” Bright green lines slowy fromthe first dot to the second.
"Intel says it's pretty gnarled there. A lot of rubble and probably
every square foot of il keep your force suits buttoned up."

He didn't have to nmention Gbo.
"Yeah, Sarge?"

"You and Shish take the point on this one with the bolt. M guess is
we'll have to cut our own path, and the the best thing we have for
that. Me and Abbda will try to your flanks, and King will do what he
can with realtine but don't count on anything. You know howit is."

Ji m and Shish both nodded. They knew.

Sl een was a recent Roi Frank col oni zation and was still enmpty space. The
nost recent census reported just under t mllion inhabitants
concentrated nostly in three small cities a network of vill ages
surroundi ng those cities. The planet known strategic significance and
no Roi Frank military What little mlitary force it possessed was
concentrated in police units whose barracks and stations had been ash



in the first engagenents.

In theory it should have been a piece of cake just as said. But
somebody had miscal cul ated. When it becane dent they had no formal way
of resisting the invasion the governnent had turned off the weather
control systems Sleen return to its natural waterlogged state. The

| eaders found sone way to distribute the arnory of the police force the
hands of the citizenry along with detailed instructions howto use
anyt hi ng and everything as a weapon. mines made out of househol d
chemicals. Bear traps filled poison stakes. Deadfalls. Explosives
buried in tunnels. had even seen a Red Death corpse with a pair of
arrows throat.

He had inmagined that faced with the overwhel m ng power mnodern hi gh-tech
galactic fighting force the untrained tants of Sleen would be hel pl ess.
But he hadn't reckoned on determined suicidal ferocity of a people
fighting for their and streets and children

Just as the Hunzza remi nded Jimof alligators wthout
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| ooking like alligators, Jimthought of frogs when he saw his first
Roi Frank. Tall skinny frogs with broad bul bous skulls and w de nout hs.
Snoot h bl ue skins that |ooked faintly sliny but were dry to the touch
Muscul ar thighs that let themjunp twenty feet straight up in the air,
flying over foxholes and raining home brewed death bel ow. They were
preternaturally quick and perfectly at honme in the endless rain. The
battalion's casualty rate was already twenty percent and cli mbing
rapidly.

Maybe they were waiting to be rescued by the Roi Frank Navy. But that
woul dn't happen. Not right away at |east. Barracks runmor said a
hundred units of the Hunzzan Navy were providing cover for this
operation. Inconprehensible. Jimcouldn't inmagine what could be so

i mportant about Sleen to call for an armada like that. O why, if the
operation was really so inportant, it had been entrusted to
nmercenaries. Scuttlebutt also told of six other hired crews, including
one of brigade strength.

Sarge rocked gently back on his huge hans and snapped shut the comm
unit. "l'hat's it. Go in thirty mnutes on ny mark. Jin®"

" Huh?"
"You feed those coordinates into your suit |ocator?"
"Sure, Sarge."

Kal vorn nodded. "Command's promising real-time updates, and maybe
they' Il even deliver. The officers acted real concerned.” He sighed
[ ugubriously. "Once you get going don't stop. Just keep on bl asting.
W'l be right behind."

Shi sh chuckl ed. "Good place for your big butt, Sarge. Right
behi nd. "

"Gni ngl ah you, Shish."
"Yeah probably. One of these days," Shish said.
he problemwi th the force suits was they weren't perfect. They

Wul d stop nost snall-arnms fire, but Jimcould put a hole in one with
his Thunderbolt. Anything big enough to hole out a force guaranteed
instant death to the trooper inside it. They filtered all known

ai rborne toxins, but there were always new toxins. protected fromthe
shrapnel of a mne blast, but if the was | arge enough, you had the sane
problem as with an Shake an egg hard enough and you get an onel et

i nsi de unbroken shell. And they were unconfortable. They bellied
about half an inch fromthe skin and turned fingers into sausages.
Because they were perfectly frictionless, you tended slide around a
lot. The generator was a heavy |unp your upper back. Provisions had
been nade to charge, but you couldn't take a dunmp in one. So a |ot of
di ed squatting without dignity, splattered with their own crap

The troops hated them They powered them down at the est opportunity.
So one of every sergeant's mantras was to your force suit buttoned up
Keep it tight.

It was a mantra because it was so often di sobeyed.



Jimand Shish went over the front of the bunker just as |ast weak rays
of the sun wavered into night. The rain visibility to a fewfeet. Jim
navi gated by his heads-up continuously updated (supposedly) map that
told himwhere i was and showed hi mwhere to go

Jimhad the Bolt set up and ready to fire, which neant it one hell of
an awkward package. Shish stayed on his right swept the gaping orifice
of a Chatterbox back and forth.

They noved forward in a combat crouch, followi ng the tinct center of
what had once been a fairly wide road. Now it choked with rubble from
t he buil dings that had collapsed its edges and pitted with deep hol es.
The footing was at best, inmpossible at worst. Neverthel ess, they
pressed wi thout incident. Low voices hunmed in Jims ears, and he them

out. It was just nervous chatter. The drumm ng rainy ness was
omnous. Jims world shrank to the few yards that rounded hi m and
Shish. "See anything?." "Nope. You?"

"You kidding?. Back hone we call this pea soup." "What's a pea?"
Shish asked. "It's a--forget it. Wat's that?"

"I't's not on ny heads-up. Maybe it's too fresh. Some kind pile of
junk. Careful."



-Yeah. Sarge, you see it?" Jims voice quavered. Once that have
enbarrassed him Not anynore. |If this didn't scare crap out of you,
your mind didn't work right no matter what of nmind you had.

"I got it. It's not just rubble. K rrrng says he's getting a reading
of it. Some kind of electronic--"

Thunder and lightning ripped at the edge of the night. Geat clouds of
steam bi |l owed up. The first blast noved the entire bar ier into the
air and dunped it nore or less on Jims position

H's force suit snapped rigid and kept himfrom being crushed. But he'd
taken a hard jolt, and sonething felt loose in his chest. Maybe a rib,
but he didn't have tine for that. He shovel ed aside a coupl e of
medi um si zed rocks and stuck his head up. Then he | ooked at the rocks
t hensel ves. Al around himthey'd begun to bubble and slowy

di ssol ve

"Jeez. Sarge, it's conbat nano. Looks |ike sludge."

"Gningalld! Okay stay buttoned up and try to get beyond it. W're
conm ng as fast as we can."

"Got you," Jimsaid. "Shish, you okay?." "I'mhere, Jim" H's voice
sounded ragged. "Hey, are you all right?"

"Don't worry about it. Get your butt moving."

""Kay."

Conbat nano came in nany varieties. It could be designed to dissolve

certain kinds of metal or plastic. O certain kinds of lung tissue.
One of the worst froman infantryman's point of view was a version

called sludge. It was tailored to eat dirt and rock and give off a
hell of a lot of heat when it did so. Wat it did was turn solid
ground into bubbling, boiling hell. It couldn't kill a trooper Il a

buttoned-up force suit, but it could slow himdown enough that nore
ef fecti ve weapons coul d be brought to bear

And it was very dangerous. Nano could mutate |ike anything else that
depended on precise nolecular patterns. In training Jimhad been told
of a planet that didn't exist anynore. Sonebody had used sl udge, and
it had changed. The automatic shutoff sequence in its codi ng had
switched off, and it had dissolved the entire world.

"Jim |I'm-something's wong with ny power." A few feet away in the
strobing light Jimsaw Shish rising fromthe nmuck. Boiling sludge
dri pped off his suit. He was hunched Over strangely, hol ding hinself
as if partly broken. The force field that surround himwas normally
transparent, but now taken on a mlky shifting translucency, a visua
i mpendi ng power failure.

"Shish get out of there!”™ Jimsw veled to take in as much scene as he
could. Rain pounding down on the bubbling burst instantly into steam
But it looked to himas if the the stuff was behind them Only a
narrow nmoat of sludge between them and the safety of solid ground.

He brought the unwi el dy, bulk of the Thunderbolt to his and heaved with
both hands. He saw it fly in a low arc and safely on dry earth a good
t hree yards beyond the slowy ing sludge.



He was taking sporadic fire out of the shadows in front of' but
evidently the rain was screwing up the froggy's was nostly small-arns
fire. Sonething whizzed past his and he realized they were even
throwi ng rocks at him

He sl ogged toward Shish, reached him and wapped his around him "I'm
gonna carry you, Shish. Soon as | get you this glop | want you to
switch off your suit. You'll be too for ne to carry if you don't."

He was lifting as he spoke, trying to fred enough | everage battled

agai nst the lack of friction. Shish was far nore than any eel. Finally
he saw that Shish was stuff. "Switch off, Shish! Do it, |I can't hold
on." "Jim.. I'mscared.” "Just do it!"

Anot her slight pause, and then he felt Shish's |inber suddenly shrink
as the suit field collapsed. |Inmediately his on his buddy

strengt hened. Swaying slightly, he turned the front and started

pl oddi ng forward.

"What's going on!" Sarge called.

"I got him we're alnost out of it. Were the hell are you?"

"Behind you a few yards. @Quarding! This sludge is ugly. too.

The rate of Fire streaming in fromthe shadows increased. rmnust have
finally triangulated on him Something hit his thigh and bounced off,
staggering him On his shoul ders npaned.

"Hang on, buddy, we're gonna be okayF

He took a step and then another. It seenmed to take hours. his left
foot came down on solid ground. Shish had begun to bit and jim horsed
hi m back up as he tried to find new purA sound like a string of Chinese
firecrackers exploded and he felt a sudden series of taps nuffled by
his armor. He saw the Thunderbolt |ying untouched a couple of yards to
his left. The ground there | ooked good, and there was a natural | ow
wal I of buckl ed pavenment just beyond it. Not nuch cover but enough to
hold until Sarge and the rest cane up

H s ribs and thigh ached unnercifully, and every tine he took a deep
breath it felt as if somebody had rammed an ice pick in just below his

arnpit.

"Awright, buddy, we nmade it," he said as he |l owered Shish and flung
hi nsel f prone at the Bolt. "Keep your head down. Your suit's stil
off."

He yanked the snout of the Thunderbolt around and ainmed it forward. The
Bolt was big stuff. Aimit in the general direction and light it off.
Big trouble for whatever was on the other end. "Shish... ?"

No answer. He took a nonent to |ay down suppression fire. A fan of
heaving white light sprayed out before him Incandescent chunks
bounced into the air. He heard screans and felt a savage

sati sfaction.

"Shi sh, buddy, talk to ne."



Not hi ng but sil ence.

In one novenent he safed the Bolt and threw hinself at the indistinct
shape nearby. "Shish!™"

The rain had washed away Shish's blood. In the indistinct light it
took hima noment to see the stitchery of black hol es running across
Shish's chest. "Shish, oh God, Shish! Medic! K n:rng, get over here!
Shish is hit bad!"

"We're coming, Jim" Sarge replied. "Another mnute."

But Shish didn't have another mnute. H's eyes flickered.

WCat ch... your.." ass, buddy," he whispered.

Then he di ed.

Shi sh's people didn't use enbedded-nano healing technol ogy. They
didn't believe in it. Their attitude was that when the fates took you,

you di ed and went on

Shi sh had gone on. He was dead. He wouldn't be com ng back. Jimwent
mad.



ABOAn) THE SS OUEEN RUI N:
DEEP SPACE

Jimlay faceup on his pad in the squad barracks cube. A few inches in
front of his face a tiny hol oscreen ran canned repl ays of recent news
fromthe Wde Wb

Hunzza had announced to the gal axy that nercenary terrorists hired by
Al bagens had attacked a peaceful party of Hunzzan scientists, working
on an obscure Roi Frank world called Sleen. Hunzza had provided nany
pictures of the terrorists carrying out their atrocities. Jim
recogni zed a few shots of Red Death teans. He wondered where they'd
gotten the dead Hunzza. Probably just slaughtered sone of their own
people. That would be a Hunzzan thing to do.

Hunzza clained that while attenpting to rescue their scientists they
were attacked by elements of the Roi Frank Navy in | eague w th Al ba.
Luckily a sizable detachnent of the Hunzzan Navy had been nearby and
was able to drive off the Roi Frank with heavy losses. |n order to
protect the few survivors, Hunzza had invested Sleen. RoiFrank had
decl ared war on Hunzza, and when Hunzza replied in kind Al bagens
honored its treaties and declared war on Hunzza as well. Now everybody
was piling in on one side or

The ganes were over. The galaxy was at war, at least this part of it.
Jimstared blankly at the screen and tried to imagi ne the hell on Sl een
magni fied a hundred tinmes. A thousand tines.

It had all been a trick. Shish and all the others had died to



stomach heaved at the thought. He felt the smooth rhythm airfl ows
shift as the hatch slid open

Sarge | unmbered over and hunkered down. "How cone the lights out?"
"I like it dark," Jimsaid.

Sarge grunted. "I didn't tell anybody you went instead of getting the
brig they' re gonna give you a nice little nedal you can wear."

Jims eyes flickered, but he didn't say anything.

"K'rrrng's gonna be out of the tanks tonorrow. Good as the nedics
said.” Jimnodded. Neither of them nmentioned Abbda or Shish or Obo.
Jimrenenbered his final hell-run only as a jagged flashes |ike
fragnents of a nightmare. At the end found hinself standing in the
m ddl e of a large structure only by the glare of his own weapon.

He'd held the Bolt at hip level. At some point he'd his arnor. He had
no i dea why. But the Bolt was so hot it blistering the flesh off his
pal . He didn't notice. He just fanning it wide, killing and
killing.

He' d seen Abbda conme up on his left and begin to weak incredibly
mur der ous havoc. Bodies junped and flew. was enornous, the stench
unbel i evabl e.

When the Bolt's power had Finally died Jimstood |istening to the sound
of his own breathing. He heard Sarge ing up fromhis rear, picking his
way over the dead. Wen weight canme down there arose soft mushy
sounds.

Qut of the corner of his eye he saw Abbda power down Then a w nk of
motion. A tiny figure | eaped froma snoking corpses hol di ng sonet hi ng
at its chest. Jims mnd noted nings of the colored skull ridge that
mar ked a Roi Frank nal e.

He reached Abbda and there was a sudden spray of light. the spots
vani shed fromJim s vision he | ooked for Abbda nothing but a fum ng
hol e.

Automatically he'd done the terrible conputation. RoiFrank mal e had
been | ess than two-thirds the size of an A boy then. A very young
boy.

"It was all a trick,"” Jimsaid. "So the Hunzza coul d get damed war
started | ooking |like good guys. But nobody believe it, will they?."



sarge shook his big head. "No, not really. Nobody who counts. was
for public consunption only." | feel dirty. What was the point?"

"I put you in for a stripe. You're a corporal now, Jim"
"Taki ng Shish's place."

"Yeah. Taking his place. Listen, it isn't official yet, but we're
putting down for a while. Do sone recruiting. There's supposed to be

anot her contract. You'll get sone |eave tine."
Jimhitched over on his side and stared at Sarge. "I won't work the
Hunzza again. 1'Il desert first."

"I hear it's Alba this time. A rescue mission. Carrying sone kind of
tech stuff. Hunzza's already trying to invest the A ban hone pl anets.
Alba's Navy is spread out to hell and gone. Hunzza bored right in.
It's gonna be touch-and-go."

"So what do | tell the newbies, Sarge? How great war is, all about
honor and pride and stuff |ike that?"

"No. You tell themthe sane things Shish told you. That it's dirty
and frightening and dangerous and the only. thing you can depend on is
your buddies. And even then odds are you'll die ugly in sone

nm sbegotten garbage pile only your buddi es know about.

If any of your buddies are left to know "

"I hate war, Sarge."

"Sure you do. W all do. Nobody hates war nore than grunts |ike us.
W' re the ones who have to fight it."

"Those were kids we killed. It wasn't a sector station, it was a
school being used as a hospital. That little kid that blew up
Abbda. . ."

Sarge sighed. "You gonna take that stripe, kid?"

After a long nonment Ji mnodded. "Yeah. | will. What el se have |
got ?"

"You got me. You got us, Jim

"Someday |' m gonna nmeke it stop, Sarge." Silent tears ran down Jinms
cheeks. "War is evil. |1'magonna stop it."

Sarge said nothing about the tears. He knew that warriors wept, that
sonmetines tears were all they had to share. He slapped Jimon the
shoul der as he rose. Hi s knees made an audi bl e creaki ng sound. "If
you did, every grunt in the gal axy woul d worship your name forever. So
who knows, buddy?. Maybe you'll be the one.”

"Maybe | will," Jimsaid.



ALBAGEN

aith Mun Alter entered the silence of his with relief. The speech to
the G eat Pack, the deliberative the Pra' Loch, had gone well. Fight
them on the beaches, in the streets, fight them house by house. Never
gi ve up.

Stirring words. But it would take nmore than words to Hunzzan fl eet now
pounding its way through scattered in the Quter Marches, draw ng ever
closer to the inner and Alba itself. And a sun buster didn't |eave
much in the beaches, streets, or houses to fight over

The Hunzzan Enpire was smaller, nore conpact Al ban Enpire. And of
course their mlitary had been war this for years. Everybody knew it
was coming, but it was to hope it wouldn't be quite so soon. And so
the Al ban still spread out trying to cover the much vaster space enpire
whi l e Hunzza thrust a spear of steel directly at its

A soft bell chimed as he sat down at his desk. streaked with gray,

qui vered and then drooped. He was too: this. Two hundred fifty years.
But there was no one else. He what he was worth. Al ba needed hi m now.
He woul d have the strength, not only for hinself but for all of

t hem

"Yes?"

Hol ogranms danced. "We've found a way to get the tech new shields in. A
mercenary unit called the Red Death. they were involved on Sl een, but
they've agreed to take sion. they're asking a fortune, of course.™

"Of course. They're nercenaries. Do they have a chance?"

"A slimone. But the best we can find."

"So what choice do we have? W need those shields. figure they're
asking and double it. Half down and hal f on

A new face appeared. "PacMrd?" "
"Yes?"

| 10



"I have the | eader of some barbarian planet on hold for you.

of Serena Half Mbon. The planet is called Terra. | know
're very busy, but she has extremely high-level access codes." Alter's
linp ruff stiffened. "I'Il take the call. Put it through

The pack lord paused a nonent to exani ne Serena Half Moon's before
speaking. He wasn't sure, but he thought the human woman | ooked tired.
Wl |, everybody was tired. "Serena, how are you?" "Holding up, Hith.
And you?" "We're at war." "Ch CGod."

"You don't get the news?"
You know how Delta had things set up. No uncensored news feed 1've
mai nt ai ned the policy. But even with a full feed the only thing |I've

seen so far is about sone kind of action on a Roi Frank pl anet."

"Qut-of-date now It was a trap. But it worked, and we ended up
decl aring war on Hunzza. Now everybody else is being drawn in."

"I see. \What does that mean for us? For Terra? Are we in danger

Alter stared at her. "I don't know. You're not a part of our enpire,
so you shouldn't be a direct target. But an agent you night know has
arrived with sone rather.." unsettling news." "Ch?"

"Yes. Serena, | nust ask. | now have word the nman | used to deal with

is dead. The fact I'mtalking to you instead of him seens to bear that
out. Is it true?"

Serena paused, then spoke carefully. "Delta is not currently a factor
in relations between the Pra' Loch and the Terran Confederation."

"I see. Suitably slippery of you. To the bone of the matter then
Are your information-processing capabilities still as strong as they
were and will you freely provide those capabilities to us now in our
tinme of need?"

Once again the chairman paused. "Nothing is free, Hith. There is
al ways a price."

"Very well. \Wat is the price?"

"A young Terran male is sonewhere in the gal axy, but we don't know
where."

"Yes, nanmed Jim Endicott."

Serena blinked.

"I told you our agent to Delta arrived here. He's nade
' report, of course.”

"Yes. Well, that would be our price. Return the boy to us,

guarantee you the full use of our technol ogies."

"W don't know where he is either. He's vani shed."



Serena's features hardened. 'That is the deal, Hith.
boy. Send hi mback. Nothing less.”

Hth Mun Alter waited a noment before replying. "You this is a
danger ous gane you're playing, Mdane

,i "They're all dangerous ganes, Packlord."

"Yes, | suppose they are. Very well. [I'Il be in touch as know
anyt hi ng. "

When they were done, Hith Mun Alter spoke al oud:
Korkal Emut Denai to nme. Now. "
AsoAno ; E I SS OQUEEN Or RU N

Ji mt hought he'd understood Shish, but he | earned himbetter after his
death. In all large groups there are and outsiders. As the new
recruits trickled in and their began he di scovered what it was about
Shish that had gi venl his unconscious air of authority. Shish had
possessed knowl edge. Now Ji m knew t hose secrets, too, though them he
scarred and bl ackened his soul

The greenies in his squad cane to himwi th hesitant
VWhat was it like? What is conbat |ike? Have you ever killed body?

Krrrng returned, roly-poly and, as advertised, good as new. and Jim
made a new nucl eus around which the squad Training went on while
negoti ations for the nysterious tract continued. As a vet, Jimwas
firmy plugged in to the

that often knew of things before even nost officers did.
next m ssion would not be ground conbat though it would be

A val uabl e cargo, a rescue mssion to Alba itself, and running of an
ever-tighteni ng Hunzzan bl ockade of Al ban space.

Jimfound a curious solace in this. Deep-space war was mater different
fromthe kind waged in the mud. Mst of the work done by the machi nes
as they dodged each other through the of space and subspace. A m stake
mght kill you, but if it a big m stake, you would never know. One
instant a ship with the Iiving and the breathing, the next a rapidly
expand cl oud of particles too small even to | abel

" A sinple option: success or annihilation with no mddle choice.
seened sonehow cl eaner to him and he began to understand those high
powers who pushed the buttons would like to think of war in this way.
No nud or blood, no personal responsior recrimnation. Just the
anonymous finger on the nane button O turn it over to machi nes, so
much faster and nore than the living brain they nmight as well be forces
of

Yet he knew that was an even greater evil, for it took the reality of
war beyond the real mof choice and nade it inevitable, as predestined
as the eventual dissolution of the universe into the cold | dead soup



of final entropy. W can choose, he told hinself. W nust choose. And
he prom sed hinmself he would never forget that.

"Not a bad bunch," Sarge said as they |ounged together against a

bul khead, enjoying the break between a physical training Course and a
session on fieldstripping |ight hand weapons. Jim had been training
greeni es on the use of the Thunderbolt. He discovered that in the
boring repetition of the teacher's rhythns he | onger felt the agony of
hefting that death machine, of pulling trigger and watching children
burn. He was grateful for that. "Nope, not so bad," Jimagreed. "

"You' ve done a good job with them Corporal."
"Thanks, Sarge."

Kal vorn seened to be edgi ng around sonet hing. Wenever he WAs nervous
or unconfortable he began to itch and to scratch. vo of his arns were
now busily digging away at his scaly hide.

Ji m gri nned.
"Come on, Sarge. \What's up now?"

"Well uh. Uh. Jimwould you like to be a sergeant?"
"\What ?"

"Well you'd have to | eave the squad. A pronmption and a different
assignment. It's uh... nonconbat."

Jimstared at him At one time he'd hoped and even sonething |ike
this. Hell was at the wong end of a and he'd | earned there was no
right end to any weapon. died on one side, the soul on the other. But
he'd nade peace that and found confort in the thought of his own had
his buddies, if only for a while, and that m ght be hoped it would be
enough.

"What are you trying to say, Sarge?" "They finally got around to
anal yzi ng your sonebody up front thinks you' ve got the nakings of a
there's a slot open as a trainee, and if you want it, it's yours."
"You mean | eave the squad?" Sarge nodded.

"I can't do that, Sarge."

Kal vorn remai ned silent for a long noment, visibly his words. A third
hand joined in the scratching.

"Jim do you renenber Shish? Abbda? Ebo and ho?" "Sure, Sarge."

"Have they left the squad?"

"Uh... yes. They're dead." i "But you renenber thenP" "Wat are you
telling me, Sarge?"

"I"'mnot good with words, kid. Yeah, they're dead, but still with us.
Still a part of the squad. Still a part of the Death, kept in the

records forever. Anybody can go | ook squad history and find them and
know soret hi ng about

The sane with you. Even if you leave, you'll still be here. Still,



part of us. 1'll remenber and so will K rrrng. But even inportant,
we'll still be a part of you. You understand saying?.", '

Slowy Jimsank to his haunches. Context. He'd wanted context for
hinmsel f, free of all the old badness. O the had no idea how to sol ve.
He' d thought he was still context, unaware that it had sought him
found him and himirrevocably. Whatever he m ght one day becone,

m ght change and grow, he woul d al ways be a part of

Squad, Baker Conpany, Battalion of the Red Death.

Did context seek you out no matter what you did? However rrlight try
to avoid it? But that nmade context sonething akin to fate.

He felt a great dark swelling of recognition. The power of it swept
hi m over and tunbled himaway. He was forever enbedded in the past and
the future of the Red Deat h.

H s eyes grew hot and wet. Sarge squatted and awkwardly pat ted himon

the knee. "What I'msaying is go, Jim |It's a good pronotion. I|I'ma
grunt and always will be. But you've got better things in you, and you
wi |l disappoint ne greatly if you turn this down. Giindng it, one of
the troopers from Three Squad makes good. W' Il never forget it, and
we'll all be proud of you." "Sarge... will you be proud of me?" "I
already am son. | already am"

Jimreported to Command Deck Charlie four hours later, bearing all his
material goods in a conbat bag. But he carried his nost precious
possessions in his heart, |ocked against everything but the final key
of deat h.

Jimof no last nane. Corporal, Third Squad, Baker Company, the Red
Death Battalion.

Sol di er.



Pl ot Commander El veen Ekkadli was, |ike nost of the officers, a

Rom an, as large and scaly as Sarge though his speech was nore precise
and he seened col der and nore distant toward his charges. He wel coned
Ji m brusquely and directed hi mtoward the Cyberneural Mbdification Unit
to be fitted with a new cyberjack inplant to replace the Terran version
that Ekkadli told himwas "Stone Age technol ogy."

Whi |l e waiti ng naked and goose-bunped in a sterile white ante Jim
di scovered he had a fell ow student nanmed Tickeree, "but call ne Tick
okay?."

Tick was a spindly furry primate with a (to Jin) normal, conplenent of
two bl ack button eyes, one pug nose, and one rubbery smiling nmouth in
the {to him usual positions. He resenbled a stretched and underfed
chi npanzee with a high forehead, hairy, pointed ears, and a pernmanently
W nsone expression. He was the cutest thing Jimhad ever seen. He had
to restrain a nearly over Wielm ng urge to pet Tick and scratch the
soft frizz behind his ears.

M ndful of nercenary etiquette Jimnade no inquiries as to Pick's past,
but he soon discovered that Tick's favorite subject was his brilliant
history, his glorious future, and anything el se renotely related to
those three subjects. Tick quickly reveal ed that he was of royal

bl ood, a prince of the ruling famly of the Heestah which, he said, was
a vast web of worlds only nomnally of the Roi Frank Swarm

i Tick related all this with such warnth and cheerful believability
that Ji m despised hinself for a cynical flut when he told access the
appropriate archives for confirmation of Tick'sing story.

As it turned out there was a Heestah Enpire. It two flea-bitten worlds
lost in the vast backwaters of the did possess a royal famly that had
no real power whatsoever only a bit nore wealth than the average

Heest ahn Apparently the principal activity of the royal famly was
cybermal | s and beggi ng noney for local charities. Jimwhy Tick spouted
such easily disprovabl e fantasies.

"You | ook pretty harm ess, Terran," Tick said. "Kind of pale
sickly."

Tick, resplendent in silky golden fur, was handling his clothing nmuch
better than Jim but Jimwasn't about to superiority.

"We Terrans are very fierce. Barbarians, you know. Justl anybody."

"I already did. M wuniversal didn't turn up much on you pie. New on
the scene aren't you?"

Ji m shrugged. "Sort of."
"But you were conmbat. You were down on Sleen, right? was it |ike?"
"You weren't there?"

"No. | just signed on. I'mgoing to be a pilot. | have natura
reflexes and | test off the scale on autononic visualization."

di m had no idea what that neant. Before he could inquire a short,
spiderli ke creature scrabbled through the door on a forest of
many-j oi nted | egs and shepherded theminto



"I'"'m Medi tech Sheelob," the spider thing twittered. Jim Sheel ob nost
rem nded himof a bagpipe, right down to the pattern on his delicate
ski n.

This way, please," Sheel ob continued. 'he process will about four
hours and is entirely painless. You will be in the tanks and
unconsci ous throughout, so pl ease have no

"I"'mnot worried," Tick said. "W Heestahns of the royal are trained
frombirth to withstand the nost agonizing pain." snothered a grin as
he noted a faint twitching at the Tick's black eyes.

"Wait a minute," Jimsaid. "Does this process change ny some way?"

-Nothing to be concerned over. W' ve already anal yzed the connecti ons
of the jack you have in place now. Very primtive by the way. Al we
do is extend and speed up the connecting pathways. There's al nost no
organic alteration at all, but you should notice a rather |arge
difference in your capacity after the change. By the way, Sergeant
Marshal, what's all that usel ess stuff in your genotype? CQur analyzers
couldn't find any intrinsic genetic purpose for it. It won't affect
this process, but | wondered about it."

"You probed nmy genotype?"

"OfF course. W had to programthe nanopackage that does the
alterations. Wuldn't want to turn you into sonething |ike Corpora
Ti ckeree here by m stake."

"He should be so lucky," Tick said.

Jimignored him "It's just a... kind of identification code. All
Terries have it."

"I see. Conplicated for that kind of thing, but it's none of ny
busi ness. Right this way, gentlenen."

It took a moment for it to sink in that this was the first tine
somebody had called himby his newtitle. Sergeant Marshal. It felt
good. It felt even better that he outranked Tick, who was now gi ving
hi m si del ong gl ances.

"You're a sergeant?" Tick said.

"Yep. That's right."

"Il probably be a sergeant soon, too."

"Ch, no doubt."

"I mean with my superior qualiflcations it doesn't make sense you
shoul d outrank me."

"Now wait a m nute--"

"Centl enen, please," Sheelob said. "Sergeant, if you'd clinmb into this
tank here? And Corporal, that next one over?."

There were six tanks, each | arge enough to hold two or three good-sized



humans end to end. Jimtried to i mgine the kind of being it would
take to cranp one of those enclosures. Big was the best he could do.
Very big.

"Just lie on that platformthere,” Sheelob said. "Position doesn't
matter. There. Confortable?"

The pl atform suspended over the tank | ooked |ike plain steel,
but it felt warmand yielding. "I'mfine," Jimsaid.
"Good. Here we go now. "

Jimfelt a sudden tingling sensation and realized he'd closed his eyes.
"When do we start?" he asked.



"Start? You've been under for hours. W're all finished. like a
perfect job," Sheelob said. He handed Jima green robe. "Dry off,
Sergeant. As pilots go, your equipnment is edge now Couldn't get a
better job done on Alba itself. Good to you."

It wasn't till later that Jimrealized that anong all the federacy's
billions, thanks to Delta's secret enbargo on technol ogy he now
possessed two things that were one of them was somnething that neither
his true parents they m ght have been), nor Delta hinself could

possi bly planned for. Hi s ability to achieve cyberneural interface was
approxi mately three hundred years in advance of any Terran technol ogy.
And i f Sheel ob had understood what he'd done, Jimwould never have |eft
t he nanot ank alive.

1 ominally you are training to pilot the Queen or other ship of her
size, but what you are really learning to do t become expendable,"
Commander Ekkadli said.

Ji mthought about it. "I see," he said slowy. "The junior handle the
conbat assault |anders.”

"That's right. Wich is why the slots you two are filling the first
pl ace."

"Sl een?" Jim asked.

"Yes. Tv,o0 good nmen." Ekkadli paused. "Well, you know nean."
"Now wait a second, Commander," Tick broke in. "Wat do nean
expendabl e? | can understand about the Terrie here. surely you can't

be serious about wasting a pilot of ny talents something as trivial as
ferrying dumb grunts down onto nudballs."

Ji mt hought of Shish and Sarge and the rest of Three and deci ded that
bunkmates or not, he and Tick were have a snmall physica
di scussi on--and soon. Dunb grunts?

Ekkadl i eyed Tick. "Corporal Tickeree, you would be well advised to
keep those thoughts to yourself. As for your talent, |'ve yet to see
enough of it to justify entrusting the lives of any good arines to it,
| et alone the troops who are the reason your job exists at all."

Tick wasn't stupid. He swallowed once, then nodded. "Yes, sir."
"Well. Back to it. Corporal, you operate Blue Vessel. Sergeant, you
take Red this time. Same exercise please.”" He waited until they

slipped on their inter force hel nets.

They had been doing this exercise over and over, switching the piloting
duties between Red and Blue Vessels. Mst of the tinme they were
supervi sed by training progranms, but Conmander Ekkadli found an hour
each day for personal observation and instruction

The Red and Bl ue exerci se was a nock battle between two virtual ships.
It was a ludicrous bit of training in that the chances of either junior
pilot actually conning the Queen in a deep-space engagenent were next
to nil--all three lead pilots plus the four regular |ander pilots would
have to be incapacitated--but it was an excellent nmethod for devel opi ng
the raw skills needed for |esser tasks.

There was a tine in Terran history when fighting pilots had needed



superb physical reflexes to fly their warplanes, but that tine was
gone. Wth direct cyberneural connections to the electronic
infrastructure of space vessels, a different kind of reflexive speed
was called for: nmental reflexes. What Tick had nmeant when he tal ked
about his neural reflexes and superb autonom c ternperospati al

vi sual i zat i on.

Neural reflex was what it sounded like: how fast could you think? The
refl exes involved could be strengthened and qui ckened through training,
t hough sone people had a natural ability. Autonom c tenperospati al

vi sual i zati on was anot her breed of cat entirely. Autonomic referred to
a reflexive process alnost entirely w thout thought. The
spati ot enmporal visualization part described what kinds of things
triggered those reflexes, in this case patterns in space and tine. This
was the neat and potatoes of great pilots: the ability to instantly
recogni ze patterns in what others would see only as a hopel ess junbl e,
and then, w thout thinking about it, make the correct response to those
patterns.

This gift was something only mninmally affected by training. You
either had it, or you didn't. Jimdiscovered that he had it in
abundance, and that his natural talents were boosted to uni magi nabl e
| evel s by his new cyberneural interface.

But it was an unconfortable tal ent because he had not pected he had it.
He had al ways been good with the ganes, the cavorting in the spaces of
virtual reality. He had good conning the tiny ships he'd trained in,
and he had trust his muscle know edge, the ingrained ability to right
lever and flip the right switch. Yet when he becane a Red Ship--a
feeling something like inhabiting a body dura steel and
electricity--and faced off against Tick in his | Ship arnor, what he
found hinsel f capable of scared him

It was an eerie kind of artistry he had never thought because he'd not
known he possessed it. But now he his life some part of himhad
assuned he was in adulthood. Al the schooling and all the sports, al
the | essons and courses and practices had to have sone goal. When he

t hought about it at all he assuned his woul d take purpose in the shape
of his hopes and hinself. But this new talent changed the shape of the

made demands. It was a different kind of context, as as anything el se
t hat had come unannounced to changed his life. It was nore than a
gift. 1t might be his raising its head inside himfor the first tinme

and | ooking with hard, glittering, demandi ng eyes.

Sone gifts you had to live up to. Had Einstein nuclear mushroomin the
early days when he found thinking in the |anguage of the atons? D d

t he young know his future when he first discovered his voice was
denoni c pied piper, that with it he could nake ot hers own ni ght mares?
Did nen and wonen of that caliber talent or did their talent drive

t hen?

Ji meelJed around these thoughts in the dark of his nights out ever
quite articulating themeven to hinself. Instead he crawing

di sconfort with the discovery of such great hinmself. You were supposed
to strive. It shouldn't be you sinply stunbled on

He noved his chin, and the nmotion flicked on the helmet around his
neck, covering his skull with the inter force The field constantly
nmoni tored the upgraded inplant his ear. There were no trailing wires
or hard metal plugs. inside the shield was transparent. Sonetines he



al nost



was there. But it also functioned as a screen, so that true could
acconpany the virtual versions pouring directly into his mnd. It
sounded confusing, but he got used to it. He supposed Chip and

Mor ni ngl ory had thought their own virtual worlds were as normal as an
afternoon stroll, too. The intelligent mnd, species indeternminate. A
wonder ful |y adaptive mechani sm

"Ready?" Commander Ekkadli said. "Yes, sir,"” Jimreplied. "Yes,"
fromTick. Everything fell away.

or the purpose of training, both Red and Blue Ships were virtua

mrrors of the actual Queen of Ruin. Jimand Tick "rode piggyback” on
the Queen's equi pnent and received continual updates on the Queen's

real -time data. Jimhad trained hinself to disregard the feed and
relegate it to a barely felt stream of data whispering along the bottom
of his attention. He was only slightly aware of it as his mnd slipped
into the virtual Red Ship like fingers sliding into a gl ove.

Al'l around himhe saw the stars as a ship would see them tiny hard

pi npoi nts that becanme a rushing stream of nunbers if he focused on any
single one of them Of in the distance he saw the om nous bul k of
Blue Ship. It seened to flicker and blur: Tick was ducking in and out
of subspace hundreds of tines a second, a classical defensive
maneuver .

Jimblinked and saw a different view This was of trajectories,
probabilities." patterns. It drew not only on the database of ship
to-ship warfare mai ntained by the Queen, but also on Jinmis own
experience. And he saw a pattern. Suddenly he knew what Tick as goi ng
to do next, and with no consci ous thought whatsoever e ducked his own
ship into subspace and brought it out a conSiderable distance fromhis
previous position. Where he had been space was now curdling, a dark

bl oom where Tick's gravity rorters were focused.

"M ssed ne," Jimsent.

Tick didn't reply, though Jimfelt an inpression of bleak that was at
odds with Tick's usual cheerful disposition. Blue vanished then into a
shrinki ng bubbl e that indicated a subspace penetration

Ji m expanded hi s awareness and waited for a new appear. Patterns and
arrangenents and designs. That was was. That was all anything was,
right down to the subc dance. As he contenplated that extraordi nary
idea waited for a new pattern, sonmething tickled himfromthe of his
awar eness, but before he could focus on it space boil at the Iimt of
hi s perceptions.

Tick again no doubt. But when he brought his attention to on the

di sturbance he realized he was no longer in the training session but
was now fully nmonitoring the Queen's feed. It wasn't a ganme anynore
Those were real ships out

Lots of them The Red Death's contract was to run Hunnzan bl ockade of
the Al ban inner systenms. For days seen no trace of it. But now Jim
saw ship after ship from subspace. He saw them and saw what their
reveal ed: the Hunzzan ships saw the Queen, too. And there too many of
them The pattern of the future was predictable.

And if that pattern remai ned unchanged, he could chance for the Queen



or his mates or hinself. No chance at Jimblinked off his inter
force hel net and | ooked around.

Conmmander Ekkadli was gone. That was no surprise. He would be rushing
toward the command deck and his huge console. He, the chief pilot, and
the assistant pilot would be fighting the Queen in her doomed run. The
four junior pilots would al so be plugged into the systens, ready to
step in if one of their seniors was incapacitated or killed.

"Those are Hunzza," Tick whispered. "Now what do we do?"

The |inber Heestahn didn't | ook good. His glossy fur was |inp and

dull, and his normally cheerful features sagged.

"Not much," Jimsaid. "W aren't even junior pilots yet."

But sonmething stirred in Tick's dark eyes, some dreamof glory. "W
can watch," he said. "W're still plugged in to the ship's systens.

I f sonething happens to the others, then we'd be the only ones left.
W coul d save everybody. W'd be heroes..."

Jimstared at him "Are you out of your mnd? W'd be dead. W've
only been training for a few days."

But the idea was blowing Tick up Iike a balloon. The old gl eam
returned to his eyes. His face stiffened. "Maybe you, Terrie. But
|'ve been training for sonmething like this all my life."

"It's crazy. W'd have to lose six pilots and still have the ship.
And even then we'd still be the two juniors. 1s it possible to |ose
six pilots and not |ose the ship, too?"

"Sure. It's happened before. Depends on how well those lizard boys do
their jobs with the viral data-probes. Data-probes are funny things.
Sonetimes they don't get through at all. Sonetinmes they fry synapses
on one or two. O a whole bunch at once never know " Tick squirmed in
his chair. "Anyway, what else we got to do? Wre you planning on

taki ng a nap?"

Jimfelt the weight of the helnet ring around his neck. "I you're
right about that. Look, Tick. Don't do anything nme, okay?."

He hadn't revealed his own gifts to his fellow trainee. even
deliberately allowed hinself to be defeated several training sessions
in order to keep his talents concealed. hard rational part of him had
al ready evaluated Tick: he was a far nore gifted pilot than the

Heest ahn, and he plunbed the full depth of his own ability.

There was a lilting hunor in Tick's voice, but not far that lilt humed
a sneering kind of scorn. "Don't worry, |I'Il take care of you."
"Ckay, partner, see that you do." Jimnoved his chin, inter force

field shrouded hi m once again.

It didn't seemlike it should be, but the space where battle was being
fought was a great and pocked by stars that turned into nunbers and
ships that darted among themlike flickering gol den

A chill began to rise in himuntil it filled his skull. itched as the
nerve endi ngs there becane painfully the ship's systens. He felt as if



he coul d reach out and those flickering ghosts now closing a ring of
death Queen. And then he realized he could do that. He could them
with his fingers and his fingertips would boil with the of gravity

di storts, of phased |asers, of great bonbs jittering waves of subspace.
The Queen could destroy if she so desired. She wasn't hel pl ess.

And in that nmonent of realization he saw sonething saw a new pattern,
one that didn't yet exist. But it could



the Queen did this and ran that way and attacked in this manner. He
saw how the enemy systens mi ght be confused and | ed astray, and how the
Queen coul d take advantage of that. He saw. .. "Pilot trainees, what
the guard do you think you're doing? Shut the flut up. You'
rejiggering our webs."

It was Commander Ekkadli's voice, harsh and rough with strain. Jim
shivered as he realized what he'd al nost done. Unconsciously he'd
nmoved to take control of the Queen's systens and act on the pattern he
saw. But he was only a trainee, green as grass. Good God. He m ght
have killed themall.

"Sorry..."
backgr ound.

he murmured, conscious of Tick chuckling some where in the

He cut himself partially out of the net so he wouldn't inadvertently
disturb the real pilots at their work, but kept a full-systemfeed
running into his skull so he could watch. Watch my own death? he
wonder ed.

Because that was what he knew he was observing. The pat terns had
changed again, shifted by tine through space as the pilots aboard the
conver gi ng Hunzzan shi ps wove their own planes and angl es of attack
sel ected and depl oyed their own weapons of destruction

Then he saw sonething utterly weird. "Wat the hell?"

"That's a data-probe,"” Tick said. "Viral net. It's ained at the
pilots and the controller systems. Burn those out, and we won't be
able to hurt a baby."

Wth anent al twitch Jimaccessed the Queen's warfare database and
brought up the relevant information. He left that feed on as well,
knowi ng he woul dn't have tinme if it becane necessary for himto act. In
this way the ship's brain becane essentially a part of his own. He was
surprised at how seanless the interface was. It was as if his own
brai n had suddenly expanded. Now when he | ooked at sonething he knew
what it was, if the ship knew

H s new interface was even nore powerful than he'd imagined. It was a
strange, alnost Cod-like feeling. But it was not a confortabl e one.
Sonething in himsquirmed uneasily at the idea of one human havi ng
access to so much know edge, so much power. Wth arig like this and
the right databases he could go back to Terra and--and what ?

The patterns changed again with shocking sw ftness, and he Under st ood
he woul d not be going back to Terra. He wouldn't be going anywhere. He
was only sixteen. He had faced death but this was different. Here he
could see it comi ng, see shape of it in the delicate structures now
weavi ng Queen of Ruin.

But | don't want to die. |' moo young. | haven't even-Brutally he
squeezed off that terrified whine. 1t made It offended every belief he
mai nt ai ned about hinmself. But choked it to silence he realized it was
a part of him too. part of all other humans. Death was the great and
old man had warred against it so fiercely and so long that was engraved
on the deepest of the chronpsomal was the other side of the battle, and
the war was called And the universe didn't give a danm about either
side. It The rocks and the suns would go on until the atonms danci ng
and the cold and dark covered everyt hing.



H s shoul ders ached.

The area of the patterns surrounding the Queen had somewhat as the
Hunzza ti ghtened and focused their Wthout conscious thought he
accessed the systens and be red about data-probes and viral nets. He
saw Hunzzan pilots and their machi nes were doi ng: using drives as
vibrators, junping in and out of subspace times a second, using the
fabric of the universe itself to resonating patterns. 1In order to
fight at all the Queen had able to "see." But if her systenms and
pilots | ooked eneny, they nust also |ook at those patterns. And if
shi el di ng was overwhel ned, those patterns would resonate the brains of
bot h nachi nes and bei ngs. And destroy

Ji mrenenbered the high and falling screamas and Chip had taken over
the systens of the Terran plunged it into the soil of Wl fbane Iike a
great exploding It nmust. have been sonething like that for them he

Though on a nuch cruder scale.

And what a strange thought that was. At the time he'd Morninglory's
skills alittle short of nagic Now he saw the base and raw art they
were. And he knew that if could see himnow, he woul d believe hinself
in the the sane kind of nmagic: that of the savage staring at technol ogy
so far beyond conprehension it night as been a wi zard waving his

wand.

The nets tightened further. Suddenly his viewpoint shifted,



felt himself nove to a new vantage far beyond the plane of the
engagerment. Fromthis view the Queen | ooked Iike a fat spider centered
in a shinrering golden web. But instead of predator trapping prey, the
Queen was herself entrapped, and at the far end of each strand was a
Hunzzan ship riding the web toward a feast of fire at the center.

The t hought was horrifying, and he tried to push it away, but it

woul dn't leave. It tickled at himwith a kind of jolly pervasive
horror. Perhaps snmall aninmals trapped before onrushing lights felt the
same paral yzing fascination

Wth no warning at all the protrudi ng spokes of the web suddenly began
to flare into white-gold incandescence. He felt rather than heard Tick
gasp. A shudder ran through him and he knew it wasn't real. The ship
hadn't noved, not in its nmetal bones, but the machi nes and the bei ngs
who ordered them had been jolted.

A curious fizzing began to fester in his skull, as if the individual
cells of his brain were being slowy popped one by one. The roots of
his hair suddenly felt as if they were nelting. The gol den web began
to flash, demanding his full attention, sucking himin and down.

Look at ne!

Sonewhere in the bl eak and bl ack di stance Commander Ekkadli screaned.
G ose by, Tick began to grunt, a harsh, mnd less, rhythnc sound.
I nsi de Ji msonething screamed as it fought for its life.

"Fight," it hissed. "I can't do it by nyself, so help nme, damm you,
and fight!"

H, e nust have bl anked out for a mcrosecond because when he | ooked
agai n, though he was still floating far beyond the deadly gol den web,
the web itself had changed. Now it was a tight blue ball of threads
encl osing the Queen |ike a cocoon, visibly shrinking, crushing the
delicate meat trapped inside.

Jimopened all his feeds wi de, and said, "Commander
No reply. "I"ick?"

A faint stirring, nothing nore. Quickly he ran litany of nanmes, but
for all the response he got he might as. have been reciting a rol
call for the dead.

And sone distant part of himacknow edged that, the the dead. But deep
in the buried part of his genetic snake was still screaming, and it
wouldn't et himgive in. He ted his teeth and ignored the hot wetness
trying to explode groin. And finally he forced hinmself to stop, sinmply
to space, to becone an awareness and not hi ng nore.

It was one of the hardest things he'd ever done in his: Shuddering
chills racked his flesh, and he ignored them his heartbeat race, then
sink to an occasional slub bering He let the silence flow through him
and with it the patterns.

They rushed into himwi th insistent urgency, faster and H s awar eness
abruptly expanded, took in the tight blue ball, the glowing lights of
t he ships beyond, and beyond nunbered and nunberless stars. H's mnd
clicked and gorging itself on the data surging fromw thin and wi thout.



after an eternity less than a single pulse of blood he sawit..! the
great pattern that ordered it all.

The Hunzza had to maintain their presence in realtime. the only way
they could do that was by using the positions stars as reference
points. Fromthat they knew where they and know ng their own
positions, they knew where the was.

Slowy, carefully, Jimreached out with his fingers,

that the nerves and bones and skin of those fingers cane from hi m but
fromthe Queen of Ruin.

It was like slowy untying a knot. Gently he brushed the with his
fingertips and watched as their numbers swirled, began to disl ocate.
One by one the whirling data fell apart, and with that, the great
pattern sl owly dissolve.

The Hunzzan shi ps changed their own patterns |ike a mayflies suddenly
di sturbed by invisible winds. In the hard of reality the ships had
been sl uggi ng each other with weapons, and the clash and flurry of that
had been like the terings of a distant thunderstorm As long as the

m nds and controllers existed the shields would hold. There wasn't



bet ween Hunzzan technol ogy and their own to let either side break
t hrough by brute force. But he was the only one left to control the
Queen's shielding, and now he turned his full attention on it.

More patterns. Intricate dances into and out of subspace, sudden
shifting | eaps of position, force shields deployed and retracted. \Waves
of evanescent flane beat at the shields, fell away, and pounded agai n.
But he saw the pattern and how to escape it, and he | et the commands
flow out of himlike water ' surgi ng downhill.

The tight blue ball vanished. Jim gasped and reached for those stellar
nuneral s and rewove theminto a different shape. He felt a small
thrill of satisfaction as the Hunzzan shi ps began to |urch about,
seeki ng purchase and position in the real universe. And couldn't find
it because he had hidden it fromthem

He t hought of Commander Ekkadli--his rough voice and gentle
manners--and his brain now a snmoking ruin. After that it was easy.

Agai n and agai n he dropped the Queen back into real space his

mental fingers triggering all her weapons systenms in a vast bellow of
fire and rage. |Isolated, trapped in forms and shapes of his own
arrangi ng, the Hunzzan ships could not maintain their own shielding
against his witchcraft. One by one the tiny golden dots flared and
died. There were many of them and he kept at it |ike a shoenaker
pounding nails into a sole. He was still hamering away when sonebody
shook his shoul der and then a noment later physically lifted the inter
force ring fromaround his neck.

He found, hinmself staring up into Tick's haggard, raddled features.
"It's over," Tick whispered. Hi s voice sounded |ike sonething he'd
lost a long time ago and only recently found again. "It's over. You
killed themall. You can stop now "

Jimfelt his fingers, which had shaped thenselves into rigid claws,
suddenly and painfully relax. Tick stared at him The Heestahn | ooked
ready to cry.

"By Ifenaya," Tick croaked. "What in the Seven Cold Pl aces are you?"

And for a moment Jim knew the answer to that, but it frightened him
beyond control, and he felt himself slipping away. "I... Tick |ooked
down on himfor a long noment, then noved his head and brought up his
own inter force shield. Sonmebody woul d



put the Queen back on her journey. Lead her away have to the place
where a sixteen-year-old Terrie had just handedly destroyed an entire
Hunzzan battl e squadron

Al the dead, Tick thought. Does he know?

As for himself, he knew that he would never |augh in same way again.
And t hough the know edge cane with and pervasi ve sadness, he understood
what he was. He had Jimplain. And he thanked whatever Gods m ght be
that was not this baby-faced Terran

"Gods be with you," he nurnured. "You'll surely need all."
Then he got to work.

Ji m woke up in conmonpl ace surroundi ngs. He over and his eyes felt hot
and gritty. He blinked and the tight walls of the tiny cubicle he
shared with Tick. had stripped himand covered himwith a |light sheet.
The was linmp and rank with his own sweat. Exhaustion rmuscles and nade
them heavy. He lifted one armand let it! Hs fingertips felt nunb.

"Uh ..

He lay in the dimlight and tried to remenber how he'd this state, but
it was as if the recent past had becone nen ted dream He grasped at
nmeani ngl ess shreds of it, ing made any sense. After a while he cl osed
his eyes and for sonebody to come and tell himwhat he'd done. He was
he woul dn't |ike the news.

"Jin? Are you awake?"

He struggled up froma nasty dream of spiders and crushing balls of

light. 1In the shadows Tick's face floated him his features abnormally
still and sol emn.
"Ungh... yeah. | guess so."

"The medics said to let you sleep. They said it was



of mental hangover fromthe interface you set up with the Queen."

The words made no sense. "What are you tal ki ng about ?"
Alittle smle tugged at the corners of Tick's rubbery lips. "I'hey
said you m ght not remenber at first. Don't worry. It wll cone back

You're a hero, ny friend."
"A. hero?"

You'll see," Tick told him Then, astonishingly, the Heestahn reached
down and punched himlightly on the shoulder. "M/ buddy, the hero."

It didn't sink in until the captain of the Queen, |bil Mkadorn
stepped up to him executed a rigid and snappy salute, and said,
Wl come to the Conmand Bridge, Chief Pilot Marshal."

Jimwas grateful for the hard-learned refl exes of the combat deck ape,
because his nuscles executed a perfect copy of the captain's salute
even as Jims mind nuttered, "Waaa... ?"

"Uh, yessir, thank you, sir," Jimreplied.

Capt ai n Makadorn, who had never before spoken a single word to the
formerly lowy Corporal Marshal, now cocked his washtub head to the
side, opened his nouth to reveal a maw full of squirm ng tongues, and
said, "Qite a change, eh, son? Well, you'll get used to it. Your
conmand console is right over here. Let's get you settled in. Pilot
Conmander Ti ckeree has been doing a decent enough job, but | think he's
getting tired. W were able to give hima couple of breaks, but I
think he'd like to hit his bunk for a solid eight hours or so." Pilot

Conmander Tickeree? "Captain?" "Yes?"

"Uh, about the chief pilot.." and Conmander Ekkadli ?"

Capt ai n Makadorn paused, turned, and |lowered his voice. "Please be
careful, Pilot Marshal. | understand, but some of the rankers consider

it bad luck to nention those nanes deck."
"Bad | uck?"

"Fo name the dead al oud,"” Captain Makadorn dimfelt something slip just
a bit inside him "Ch. | see." The captain eyed him then nodded and
resurmed his cession toward the chief pilot's console. And procession
dimfelt his cheeks begin to burn. Every eye was on coul dn't deci pher
so many alien expressions, but the ones understand seermed filled with
silent awe. And perhaps of fear

He reached his console and slid into the seat. On his inter force
hel met masking Tick's head suddenly about time, partner," Tick said.
But he was grinning.

Thi s new grinning hal f-obei sant Tick made him ol d sarcasti c,
condescendi ng version had been a pain, understandabl e one. dim had
known human boys just But on Tick's features now was a hal f-hi dden
twitch of ness, an expectancy unconfortably cl ose to worship.

Jimslipped the ring around his neck and let the his form He | ooked
over. "Okay, Commander. | have the now. "



He saw Tick grin nervously one nore tine as he rose seat. Then Jim
slipped into the virtual guts of the Queen and, all his canned

ni ght mares now roiling back at him great databases of the ship's
menory, he ained her and the uncertain future.

Over a private feed fromthe captain's console canme query: "Pilot? |
have to confess | don't know Terrans all Does that noisture on your
cheeks have any significance?

"No, sir. It's only areflex," Jimsaid. "Pay no attention. neaning
at all."”



ALB AGENS
OFFI CE OF THE PACK LORD

usual Hith Mun Alter found hinself doing several things once. His
schedul e had becone a fiction; because of the war it was rewitten
several times a day. He could no |onger plan on any because, in the
way of all governments faced with a crisis the bureaucrats coul dn't
regul ate away, everything had becone an energency requiring that the
ass be covered and the buck be passed to the highest level. He worked
quietly and steadily at his desk, every once in a while glancing up at
a hol of eed screen shinmerkng in the air.

On the screen, preparations continued for the public wel cone of the
her oes who had penetrated the Hunzzan bl ockade with equi pment vital to
the war effort. The cerenony would take place in the

Great Hall of the Pra'Loch, and when the time cane, Hith would | eave
his office and take a two-minute stroll to the set that had been
constructed there. It would be a welcone relief: a bit of good rews in
an increasingly gloony picture.

He' d al ready seen a sunmary of the desperate run the Queen of Ruin had
made t hrough the bl ockadi ng Hunzza. Evidently the ship had | ost npst
of her pilots and only nade it through by the luck of the knife's edge.
A brave and useful group of mercenaries. He Wshed he had a few nore
li ke themready at hand.

The soft voice seened to come fromthin air. "Packlord, five mnutes.
They're bringing the crew of the Queen of Ruin onstage now. "



He | ooked over and saw a | arge group of people, nobstly Rom ans, being
shepherded into the shooting area, The size scaly aliens made the two
small figures in the front of the all the nore obvious. Hith squinted.
Then he zoonmed screen into tight focus on one of the smaller figures.

He stared for a long moment. Then he said, "Athan, cerenony. |If
anybody has transmitting equiprment turn it off. Confiscate any chi ps.
Use the War Secrets Act. that crew into hiding now "

"Packl ord, is sonmething wong?."

"Just do it. Then get ne Lord Denai. He's still kicking his around
here sonmewhere, isn't he? "Yes, sir." "Right away."

Thi s done, the Packlord | eaned back and stared into thinking. Yes,
Serena Hal f Mbon, it is a dangerous gane playing. And you are about to
find out just how dangerous

Funny. The boy | ooked ol der than the ho I os he'd there was no
nm st aki ng those Terran features, even lines carved deep into the bridge
of the nose and at the the mouth. It was unm stakably Ji m Endicott.

Ji m had never seen the government offices on Terra, he'd visited the
virtual versions many tines. But there was thing intangibly inpressive
about the real thing, and he the Great Hall of the Pra'Loch nearly
overwhel m ng. The and crew of the Queen had been shepherded briskly

Al ban officials noving down high-ceilinged corridors, onto gl eam ng
trans matter disks, and then reappearing in grander chanbers.

Now he stood at the front of the group while technicians of era
speci es bustled about doing inconprehensible had also visited a virtua
versi on of the Grand Canyon on



this was |ike standing at the bottomof it, if that canyon had nade

of crystal and light. The sheer volunme of the space oppressiveness. He
felt like a bug trapped beneath a open sky. It made himwant to get
down on his hands and knees and hold on tight.

Rank on rank of glittering bal conies, terraces, wal kways, and chanbers
stretched up and out and back. Space enough for thousands, perhaps
mllions of busy government worker bees.

And why not? He'd learned quite a bit about the Alban Enmpire. i-Nearly
t hree hundred thousand worlds were full menbers who sent del egations to
Alba. Here was the nerve center. Even with their technology, it
seened the citizens of the galaxy, at least the political citizens,
still preferred to neet and nmingle in person. And that made sense; if
the mark of power was to be in the center of power, here was where you
had to be. Al the governnents he'd ever studied had been simlar. On
Terra, a not inconsiderable advantage was that politicians preferred to
sniff out each other's plots and plans and snall treacheries up close,
with no technology editing the hidden struggles for advantage and
power. Evidently it was no different here.

He saw miniature forests floating |like clouds overhead and felt a danp
breeze redol ent of distant oceans on his cheeks. A namel ess perfune,
rich and sandy, tingled his nostrils. The air itself was suffused with
a drifting golden Iight that touched the distant towers and set them
burning like nmolten gl ass.

"Cl ose your nouth, Terrie. Sonmebody will think you' re a hick."

"But | ama hick, Tick. There's nothing like this on Wl fbane. On
Terra either."”

"Then pretend. | can't have people thinking my partner is sone booby
fromthe outback." Tick paused. "On second thought, maybe you'd
better enjoy it while you can. It may not be here nmuch | onger."

They shared a dark glance. Jimhad done nost of the tricky piloting on
the rest of the journey in, picking his way through the patterns
created by ever nore nunerous clusters of Hunzzan Warships. His relief
when they'd finally surfaced inside the ring of Al ban defensive
structures had been so great he'd burst out |aughing.

It had been the same wild hilarity he'd felt after the destruction of

t he Hunzzan bl ockaders. He had no idea how nany he'd killed. Many.
And he found no satisfaction in those deaths, only. a deep and
pervasive regret that tinme, the universe, fate, pinned him so
irrevocably to what he'd done. For days, the piloting duties shift on
shift off with Tick, he'd felt dazed with the weight of it. He'd slept
wi th dark dreanms and ened sludkWand slow, with a feeling that he'd
somehow dirty. He spent a lot of tinme in the fresher, scrubbing his
skin was hot and red.

But | ater he'd |aughed, because the snake brain at the of every human
brai n makes no noral choi ces about

Every speci es had sone nmet hod of doing that,
young how to become what they are born to be. So he was |earning how

to be human. It wasn't the easiest thing |earned--but he was beginning
to think it was the nost tant.



"It would be too bad..." he said.

The Hunzza?" Tick shrugged. "An old, old story, Jim chance, you
shoul d study up on galactic history. A ba first great enpire, and it

won't be the last. They cone Maybe Hunzza will be the next, but it
will pass on, too. You know when the tine is com ng. Maybe anot her
enpire next to you. Maybe time just wears you down. Maybe you Leaper
culture in your midst and it eats you up in a few Poof, gone. | know

you checked on Heestah, Only two nothing big. But a thousand years ago
Heestah was fifty sand worlds. As ny parents constantly rem nded ne.

t hough..." He shrugged.

"A Leaper culture? What's that?"

"I don't know. Nobody knows. That's one of the of Leapers."

"That doesn't make very nuch sense---"

"Hey. Sonething's happening. Look sharp.”

Anot her flock of officials was approaching, but this acconpani ed by
stiff-backed Al bans carryi ng what weapons. One of the Al bans, short
with a pure white approached Captain Makadorn and spoke.

"Captain, |I'msorry, but the cerenony has been put off time being. |If
you and your crew will cone with ne?"

Capt ai n Makadorn shook his big head. "W'Ill be going our ship then."

"No, Captain, |I'msorry. That won't be possible. Please!.l assured
we' |l make you as confortable as we can."



I'N

"Now wait a minutel"”

One of the armed Al bans Stepped forward. "It isn't a request,
Captain. No trouble please.™

Makadorn eyed t he squads of Al ban troops now unobtrusively surroundi ng
his crew "What's this about?"

"Everything will be explained |later, Captain. For now, please cone
with ne."

The white-faced official spoke with the mldly arrogant certainty of a
bur eaucrat who knows he is backed up by guns, and doesn't care who el se
knows it. Makadorn recogni zed the tone. He nodded

"Very well. | demand an expl anation, though."
"And you'll get one. Later."

Wth that, the Al ban official turned and headed in the other direction
The military squads gently herded the crew al ong behi nd.

"Now what the hell?" Jimsaid.

"Way didn't we think to bring a few hand weapons to this party?." Tick
sai d.

"I don't know about you," Jimreplied, "but | did."

a how does he end up as chief pilot for a pack of Rornian nercenaries?"
Hth Mun Alter said, nodding toward the frozen holovid of JimEndicott
standing in the forefront of the Queen of Ruin's crew

Kor kal Enut Denai sighed. "I tried to put himdown on Brostach, as |
already told you. Evidently | succeeded. Brostach is a hotbed of
nmercenary recruiting. The connection seenms obvi Qus enough in
retrospect."

Hth closed his eyes. "Help me here. |I'mtrying to get a picture of
the boy's thinking. You pluck himout of sone inconprehensible kidnap
attenpt by aliens he's never seen before, separate himfromhis fanily,
and whisk himoff into space. Then, running for



your life, you dunp himon yet another planet he. knows about with a
chip and instructions to use it to get in either you or your fell ow
spies. He should have been oriented. Yet he wasn't. He ignored
beyond our best efforts to find him Now he shows up piloting a
mercenary ship with a conpletely newidentity. how | can't inagine he
just dreans all this up on his acconplishes it with no help
what soever. "

"Then you don't know himvery well, Packlord. | before, Jim Endicott
is sonething out of the ordinary."

"Well out of the ordinary it seems. The chairman of the Confederation
has made his return to Terra a condition of ing us access to their
systenms. And you know how that access.”

Korkal gave a small start. This was the first he'd

Serena Hal f Mbon's demands. "Another piece of the puzzle." What does
that nmean?"

"As far as | know Hal f Moon knew not hi ng about Ji mwhen | found him
and | took pains to keep her in the does have access to the boy's

not her, though. |earned sonething that way. Probably she did.

Enough, to decide she wants hi mback. And badly enough to with the use
of Delta's computers in order to get himback. raises an interesting
gquestion. | wonder..."

Hth stared at himsilently while Korkal pondered. aloud, Lord Denai,"
he said tartly. "It's too early in the for nme to read your mind."
"Un? OCh, sorry. It just occurred to ne. Consider how attracted ny
attentions. By attracting Thargos the attentions, when Thargos was
rooting around in the destruction of Delta's satellite. Nowit seens
to me this rather strong hint in the direction of Jimhaving sonething
with Delta, the destruction, perhaps both. It isn't even too leap to

i magi ne he has sonmething to do with Delta's Korkal paused and gl anced
bri ght-eyed at the pack |ord

"Mm | see. And perhaps we can nake an even greater given Serena
Hal f Moon's curious demand. She refuses to the use of Delta's systens
wi thout the return of the Now, what scenario would encompass all these
facts? The tery of Delta's di sappearance--'not currently a factor'
Confed chai rman ever so carefully--the destruction of



Thargos' s sudden interest, and now Hal f Moon's demands."

Korkal eyed himcalmy. "I believe you can make the same confections I
can, Packlord."

"Yes | can. For sone reason JimEndicott is essential to the function
of Delta's computers. Serena Half Mon tries to turn that di sadvant age
i nto an advant age by pretending she chooses not to all ow us access,
when the truth is that without the boy she has no access herself. A
tricky wonman that, playing a dangerous gane, as | told her."

"hat scenario is flinsy as a free pass out of the Seven Cold Hells and
you know it. Still, it could be made to hold water," Korkal agreed.
"But we have no way of checking it beyond what we've already done.
doubt Serena Half Mon is going to give you any help."

"OfF course we do. W have the boy.-Take him apart."

"Lord, he saved nmy life. | have made formal acknow edgnment of that,
and he enjoys the protection of myself, my pack, and the wei ght of al
our custons. You night even say the honor of all Al bagens is

i nvol ved. "

"Yes, Lord Denai. But as you say you pointed out to him our custons
are not nmeant to be a suicide pact."

"Can we |live w thout honor then?"

H th stkrugged. "Perhaps you cannot. Perhaps | cannot. Perhaps
sometine after doing what is necessary, we will find it equally
necessary to cl eanse honor by our own hands, in our own bl ood. But the
G eat Pack can survive without honor because in the end the Geat Pack
can survive. It nmust survive. And if that demands the greatest
sacrifices fromthose |ike ourselves, then so be it."

"A hard judgrment, Packlord."

"Hard times, Lord Denai. WII you take the necessary neasures, or
shall [I?"

"What if | can propose another alternative? One that preserves honor
and still brings the results we need?"

' Then propose it, Lord. | don't have all day."

Korkal did. When he finished, he said, "his all presunes, of Course,
that you intend to keep him |l ocked away inside the Defense Mnistry."

"Let me put it this way," Hth said delicately. "Serena Half Moon

needn't plan for JimEndicott's return anytime soon." The pack lord
turned a cool gaze on him "You realize | can't nuch tinme."
"How much tine can you give ne?" "Three days. Then we do it ny way."

"That's not very much."
"Then you'll have to hurry, won't you?"
"Ah," replied Korkal Emut Denai

wonder ed why you carried that pack around time," Tick said. "What



exactly/s that thing?."

"It's called an S&R .75."

"Looks one step up froma club. What does it do?" "It puts big holes

in things. It even blew a hole Hunzzan conbat arnmor once." Ji m pushed
it back to the of his pack. "l've had it... for along tine."

"Well, it's ugly enough and primtive enough the door didn't let out a

beep. Probably didn't even recognize weapon at all."

"So do you want to keep on sneering at it, or help me how we can use it
to get out of here?"

He and Tick were seated cross-legged on the floor inner of a |large
common room whi ch was evidently to be

prison. Already work squads were throwi ng up makeshift along the far

wal . No luxury accommopdations, but ade a new pilot who not so |ong
bef ore had been sl eeping on the deck with nothing but a thin pad
between and netal. Doors |led off the roomto fresher units, waste

ties, and a hastily constructed galley filled with automated ing
machi nery.

Hol oscreens danced here and there anong the
Rom ans. The captain and his executive officers were huddled i[l

anot her corner speaking in low tones. The air was thick with vinegary
scent of sweating Rom an bodi es.



"wish they'd turn up the vent systens,"” Jim said.
-Romians like it this way," Tick said. "Snells just |ike the ship,
doesn't it? Sonebody is trying to make us confortable."

-yeah. | don't like it. Wy bother to make everybody happy unl ess
they plan to keep us a while? And why do they want to keep us?
t hought we were supposed to be heroes."

Ti ck kicked off his boots and wiggled his long toes. "Ah. That's
better."

"Ww. Sone toes. Alnpbst as long as your fingers."
"I can pick ny nose with them Want to see?"

"Thanks, maybe another time." Jimfolded his pack shut and cradled it
in his lap. "You have any idea where we are?"

"Nope. Sone big governnent building. Did you notice when they took us
through the trans matters as soon as we got off the disks they went

bl ack? W could be anywhere. And we're not going to wal k out of here
t hrough non functioning trans matter disks, even if we can get out of
this room Wich | doubt, no matter what that cannon of yours can

do."

"And we'd be kinda conspi cuous on a planet full of Al bans, wouldn't
we?"

"This is the center. There's .a lot of folks here who aren't
Al bans. "

"You nmean try to masquerade as sone kind of diplomats?"

Tick shrugged. "I doubt if it would work, but it's better than
not hi ng. "

"This isn't all that bad either,” Jimsaid. A line of Al ban cooks was
coming fromthe galley cai Tying trays of steanm ng food. Jims nose
twitched. He snelled sonmething very |like a cheeseburger

One of the Al bans cane toward him "Hello, Jim" he said as he stooped
to offer a perfectly cooked cheeseburger. "You like these, |

remenber ?"

Jimstared up at him "Hello, Korkal."

Kor kal Enmut Denai nodded. "N ce to see you again, Jim So tell ne.

What have you been doing with yourself since | saw you | ast?"



here were Hunzza remaini ng even on Al bagens. The enbassies and
consul at es had been cl osed, but negotiati ons of one kind or another
continued even as war flared all around. Businessmen,. tourists,
di pl omats out of the loop with nothing but tine on their hands, a
si zabl e contingent caught on the wong side of the bl ockade O course
they were watched. They were tracked and trailed and anal yzed by huge
agenci es devoted to watchi ng those who needed wat ching. But there was
a curious lassitude filling the watchers. Yes, it was possible sone of
t hese wandering remmants were spies or agents or some kind of grit in
the cogs of war, but what could they do? They were trapped here, and
what ever webs they wove were trapped also. So the watchers wat ched
and did so conmpetently, professionally, and with half their mnds
el sewhere

Thargos the Hunter had counted on this, had offered certain tests to

t hose who followed him and noted the results. He could do nothing
about the sleepless nmachi nes except ignore them which he did. Wthin
a very short tine he knew he had wiggle room and how nuch. The

Al bans wat chi ng the Hunzza were | ooking for small-tiners, for the

| eft - behind ones, for the accidents. Their fellows woul d be searching
for the real threats--noles of O her races, naybe even Al ban, bought,

t hr eat ened, bl acknailed |ong before, then carefully buried to rise
again in time of Hunzzan need.

The Hunzza remai ning on Al bagens were too open and too nonitored to be
any kind of real threat. O so Al ba Thargos hunmed quietly to hinself
when he thought thinking that.

Now, wearing the long red flow ng robes befitting a. Hunzzan mnerchant,
he anmbled at the end of a line of being herded al ong by chattering

i nteractive hol ogui des what he considered the typically decadent
architecture Great Hall of the Pra'Loch. One of Thargos's passions was
He studied as nuch of it as he could, though he knew he only touch the
smal | est portion of the grand sweep of the past. Yet he saw certain
patterns repeat thenselves over, and he knew that, with the exception
of Leapers, cal culture had not yet nmanaged to repeal the historica
This glittering crystal nonstrosity he wal ked through instance:
architectural gigantismwas a historical warning flashing yellow It
sai d: "Behold our m ght and be awed, nearing the end of our days."

It seemed to himthat once the cultural arteries becane and the social
muscul ature turned soft and flabby, the, politic felt conpelled to
buil d great carapaces as strength still remained. But those glittering
shells were and, rather than concealing the rot within, called for
those with eyes to see and minds capable

Al ba was ol d and appeared still powerful, but that was i This crysta
shell would shatter and fall soon: there was like it in all of Hunzza.
In Hunzza the racial blood pul sed and hot, and had no need of the
decadent architectural to disguise an inner decay.

Yet marching through this soon-to-be-forgotten grandeur the sighs of
back- pl anet hicks whispering in his ears confort. He felt he bl ended
in wll. He had seen no lately. |If luck was the result of good

pl anni ng, then he, planned well, even if only by accident.

He' d had a reason for hijacking those four primtive weapons in So
System That reason had not included to throw off the attack of an
entire Al ban Navy squadron, turned out. Evidently the detonation of
one of those non space perfectly mnmicked the sub spatial destruction



of a vessel. Korkal Emut Denai had led himinto a deadly and he'd
escaped thanks to a forgotten technol ogy, expanding ring of dirty
pl asma behi nd.



Not | uck, though, but cold cal culation had brought himto Al ba
iitself. He'd crept into the hone systemas stealthily as he coul d,
only a few days before the bl ockade shut off all entrance and exit. He
still had his mssion. Korkal would cone here, and, therefore, so
woul d he. Besides, who would think to look for himin the eneny's
heart ?

Then luck again. Wat were the probabilities of his choosing on a whim
to play the tourist in the Geat Hall and there finding the Terran boy
with a pack of Romi an nercenaries, blinking as the stage was set to

wel cone the heroes? So low as to be ludicrous. As with history,
perhaps the fates al so posted their signposts warning of doom The old
enpire lost its luck. The new enpire had an abundance of it.

So di m Endicott was here. He already knew Korkal was. Thargos had his
resources. It wouldn't take himlong to find out where the boy kept

hi nsel f, or was kept. He doubted he would have a chance to take the
boy again. But also ampbng his resources were two remaining Terran
nukes.

One shoul d be nore than enough

ilorkal'K this is ny friend Tickeree," Jimsaid as he munched his
cheesebur ger.

Kor kal , squatting confortably on his haunches, said, "Ah, yes. Very
pl eased, Your Hi ghness."

"You may call me Tick," he replied with |languid hauteur. But his dark
eyes danced with appreciation, and Jimnoticed that he'd curled his
toes. Was that a pleasure reflex with Heestahns, too?

jim can we talk a little? Privately?."

"Well, pardon ne, fellow " Tick said.

"No offense, Highness. "Jimand | are old friends." Tick's hairy
eyebrows arched. "You are?" "Sort of," dimsaid. "Sure, Korkal."
"I can leave. |I'll be happy to leave," Tick said huffily.

"Not necessary. | think Jimand | will just step outside for
nmonents. "

Jim1'm shed gul pi ng down his burger, w ped his hands thighs, and got
his feet under him "Lead the way," he said.

The guards at the door saluted Korkal as he passed Korkal nodded but
didn't salute in return

"Fechnically, I'mnot mlitary," Korkal said as the slid shut behind
them The hallway was enpty on e.itheri'. Several yards away on his
right Jimsaw a dead |ike a round black bruise on the floor

"Where is this place?"

"So | managed to lead Thargos into a little anbush and ny getaway, "
Korkal said. 'hanks for asking."

"A few ground rules, my old friend. | don't know what from ne. But



we aren't going to have a nice old-friend-i versation unless you hold
up your end. Us Terrans, when a question we like to get an answer. |If
you can't do maybe you should just take me back inside that room"

"So you can sit around with the royal scion of the Heestah and try to
figure out a way to put that blaster backpack to some kind of use? Yes,
of course | know about you think we wouldn't nonitor every sound

i nsi de

"So | suppose now you'll take my gun away, old friend?" "No, there's
no reason. Even if you could blast your the guards--who know all about
t hat weapon up right here. Standing a few yards froma trans matter
doesn't work, in a building whose l|ocation, even if you would be
meani ngl ess. And let's go further. Say you get out of the building.
What then?"

"I don't know. | hadn't thought that far."

"Jim why didn't you do what you were told? Stay on and get in touch
with me or one of our people?"

"Because | didn't want to, Korkal."

Korkal took a deep breath. "Yes, that finally sank in. wanted to hear
you say it, to be sure. And Jin? | think understand."”

Ji m shook his head. "I don't think you understand at all. did, you
woul dn't have | ocked us up. |It's because of me, This doesn't have
anything to do with the crew or Tick, does

Kor kal | ooked away. "I've exam ned all the records of



of Ruin. Very interesting Nice job they did on your new

Maybe t he experience with the inter force hel met and the awe powers of

pattern recognition he'd discovered in himhad changed the way he saw

the non virtual world. Jimsure. But now he saw patterns everywhere.

He was the of an ever-expandi ng wave of choi ce, washed over by the surf
of all other choices.

| amny brother's keeper, he thought, and he is mne, and our is
intertwined fromthe far past into the utternost future. thought
frightened him Reality was as flimsy as a dream-in perhaps, it was a
dr eam

"You saw the record of ny inplant operation and | ooked at the | told
Sheel ob was a Terran identification code. And since know Terra has no
such thing, you wonder what is hidden in ny chronosones, and you
suspect it is the secret that help Alba. You know that Thargos mnust
have suspected along simlar |ines because Thargos found me while the
wreck of Delta's satellite. And so you want ne to you what the secret
is. Have you ever considered that | may

Korkal 's jaw had dropped slightly. "What did they do to you?
different. Harder. What have you becone?"

Fhey?. Who is they, Korkal? Everybody has done sonething to You're
only the latest. Now can you understand why | mght to do sonething
just because | want to do it? And can you figure out why | don't

i ntend ever to do anything again

I"msure it's what | want to do?" Jim paused, feeling the in his
cheeks. He took a deep breath.

"Korkal, I think nost people go through their whole lives in a of daze.
| think I did. But not any nmore. \What they did to what you did to

nme- - opened mny eyes. The only problemthey are eyes | never knew | had.
So what you had better do is tell ne everything you know or think or
have a hunch | have to decide what to do. But first | have to decide
if 'mto do anything at all."

"I didn't want to say this, Jim Especially because of what | owe But
| also rem nded you that ny honor was not a suicide and so it isn't. If
we have to, we'll force you."

Jimsmled. He remenbered how it had taken the full power the

M ndsl aver Arrays to deci pher the codes hidden in his genes, even after
he'd provided the key. The same Al ba now needed so desperately because
Al ba had good.

"No, Korkal, | don't think you can force me. Even to. And if you try,
you risk losing the very thing you're get. Keep that in nmnd." Jim
paused, trying to nake the Al ban understand. "Korkal," he said
finally, "you're not what | was. | really am sonething different

NOW.

Korkal stared at himfor a long time. Then he nodded "I can see that.
Wll, we have three days, Jim Let's work sonething out by then, or
we'll have to

"Even if you know it will fail? And if you know it's by your own

st andar ds?"



"It won't be my choice, Jim It will be out of my "Yes, |- suppose so.

W're all trapped, aren't we?" "Yes."
"But we can still choose. |If only for ourselves, we that. Context,
Korkal. It's all context."

"What does that nean?"

Jimsmled. "Let's start by letting nmy shipnates cage. A token of
good faith. Convince nme it's necessary, pose we can all stay in this
bui | di ng, wherever it is. start with that."

Korkal turned toward the doorway. "Go on back. know "

"You do that,"” Jimsaid. "And I'll think about the
" nrgos was well aware that by civilian standards was so tricky as to
be nearly inconprehensible. He came fromliving and working in an
equally tricky and prehensible world. But he had lived in that world
and
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us peculiar thoughts so long that everyday reality now seened bizarre
to him

i He suspected this had changed himirrevocably. Once he had thought
of what he did as a duty and a task that could eventually be put aside.
That when the tinme cane he would be able to revert to what he'd been
before, his idealismintact. That he could becone a normal Hunzzan
citizen again, whatever he'd once thought normal might be.

Now he knew it woul d never happen. He might someday quit doi ng what he
did, but he would never be able to stop being what he'd becone, dust
anot her of the many prices he'd paid, possibilities he'd spent without
exam ni ng what he'd bought in return.

Hs mind grappled with the problens of his current world and finally
canme up with this: the chunk of debris he'd recovered fromDelta's ruin
had contai ned an extrenely sophisticated set of designed to |locate a
particul ar genone. The search had evidently been running for a long
time, and it had found a match. That match had been a boy named di m
Endi cott, who was living on the Terran col ony planet of Wl fbane.

That was the first piece of data, and it offered nore in the way of

i nteresting questions than interesting answers. Wy was Delta so
interested in that genonme? Who was di m Endicott? How did the boy, or
his genone, fit into the larger question of Delta himself, and how did
Delta fit into the |argest question of Al ba's peculiar protective

rel ationship with an otherw se uninteresting back-gal axy worl d?

So he'd gone | ooking for the boy and found him only to |l ose himto one
of Al ba's npbst effective agents, an old eneny named Korkal Enut Denai
Denai nust have been surprised to fred hs old opponent Thargos in the
field, and woul d know Thargos's presence indicated high-1evel Hunzzan

i nterest, dust as Thargos knew Denai's presence indicated sinmilar Al ban
concer n.

Sonetimes you can only learn a thing's intrinsic worth by the apparent
val ue others place on it. He still didn't know what was o inportant
about di m Endi cott, except that Al ba thought he Was very inportant. So
i mportant he was now hi dden away in the bOMls of the Inperial Defense
M ni stry, supposedly the nmpst "Secure and inpregnable structure on

Al ba.

But Thargos knew that the building, nearly a mle square--and yet
anot her exanple of architecturally overblown as flimsy as Al ba
hersel f.

So his thoughts | eaped through the arcane | oops and high-1evel inperial
politics as he considered that Hith placed high value on both Jim

Endi cott and Alba's tionship with Earth. Endicott was sonehow a
crucial link: Alter regarded as a vital connection between Al ba and
someone wi shed to sow maxi mumdi sarray in the Alban just prior to an
all -out invasion attenpt, then one destroy Hth Mun Alter, Jim
Endicott, and the Terran with a single devastating blow. And if that
bl ow seened suspicion on Terra, further nuddying the waters, then it

be even nore destructive.

Hi s technicians had told himthat one of the Terran rated a hundred
nmegatons. Thargos knew littl e about weapons technology. But primtive
or not, a hole in the nmle wide and a quarter of a ml|e deep sounded
like its. acconmplish nmost of his inmediate ains.



He woul d need to place the bomb in the Defense he knew how to do that.
He woul d need to know Endi cott and Hith Mun Alter were both in the
M nistry sane tine. He thought he knew how to | earn that.

And if by chance Korkal Emut Denai could also there, Thargos could
savor the savage satisfaction of defeating his greatest nemesis.

It was all a tissue of guesses and hopes and hal f

No normal being would have ever worked it out |ike that. Thargos's
deci dedl y abnormal worl d?

Al in a day's work, he thought. And he humred to sone nore.

o, | should call you Hi ghness, is that right?" JimTick blinked.
"Well, technically you should, but--" He



"l know. Listen. |, Tickeree, Prince of the House of Heestah, |ane
you royal friend. How s that? It gives you the right to speak to ne
in the famliar node."

"You need a bath, royal friend. And a conb run through your facial

hair. |Is that node famliar enough?" "Are all Terries so

di srespectful ?* "Are all Heestahns so pompous?"

"Hey! |'mnot ponpous." Tick paused. "Just aware of nmy own
Jimchuckled. "And so are we all. Tell you what. | nanme you Jim

friend, and you can call ne a cockeyed butt-face. How about that?"
"You cockeyed butt-face."
"Now that sounds l|ike a royal judgnent," Jim said.

Bot h boys grinned, confortable with thensel ves and each , other again.
They strolled shoul der to shoul der down a wide corridor lined with
statues of ancient Alban mlitary heroes. Every once in a while Tick
woul d stop and drag Jimto some |oom ng warrior and make himlisten to
a recorded account of inperial heroics now long forgotten. After a
while the stories began to blur. They all sounded alike. Alba always
won.

"The winners get to wite the histories," Jimsaid.

Tick stared at himin astoni shnent. "Wl| of course. How el se would
it be?"

"The truth?"

"The truth. is that Al ba has been the winner for a long time in this

part of the galaxy. So they get to nmake up the details. Does it
matter?. Al of this is dead and gone anyway. Just |ike Heestah."
"Is it hard, Tick?"

Ti ck shrugged and | ooked away. "Sometines."

Jimput his armaround the narrow shoul ders of the snmaller boy. Tough
stringy rmuscles there like thin meaty cables. "lI'd like to see Heestah
someday. . .'

"Il take you. W can--" He sighed. "Wo knows, Jin? Right rowit
doesn't look as if we'll get the chance. The news gets Wrse every
day. The bl ockade is tighter, and they don't seemto be able to get
the outer fleets organized to break it. W're all trapped here. And
don't think the strategy is to capture Alba. | think they'll try to
pop the sun. It solves a lot of problems for themin a single stroke.
And it's a lot easier froma technical point of view Al they have to
do is break the systemone tine."

"Huh. No wonder they were so happy to see the Queen W brought in
updated shields, didn't we?"

But Tick was no longer listening. H's nonkey twi sted in thought. "Jim
what did you do? When you the piloting?. | watched, but | couldn't
understand. You know what woul d happen before it happened. | ing so
fast it seens |like things are happening the great pilots have that.

But with you it was like you the future. Like you were creating the



future. |'ve never before. It... scared ne."
"It scared ne, too, Tick."

"What does that Korkal fellow want? He seened nice the surface. But
it was |i ke a mask sonehow. Underneath think he's nice at all. He
scared me, too--don't ever tell said that!"

"He wants ne to do sonmething for him G ve something Tick stared at
him "Gve himsonething?. He's got you here like a bug in a bottle.
Tell me he can't take wants."

"He can't take this. | have to give it to him"

"Jim.. it sounds |ike sonething you know. Mybe you he can't get to
something like that. Terra is pretty nuch al dock world, so maybe you
don't know this, but..” if it's mnd, he can take it. Believe ne. He

m ght tear you apart it, but he can do it."

"Yeah. He's said as much already." "It nust be inportant then." "He
thinks it is." "Can you tell nme?"

"I don't really understand it nyself, Tick."

"Well, that doesn't nmake any sense. Korkal doesn't it is, and you
don't understand it. So what can be so tant?"

Ji m exhal ed softly as he glanced up and down t he

"We're nonitored here, | suppose.”

"Everywhere. "

"I's there anyplace in this pile where we mght be able privately?"

Ti ck thought about it. "I've had a fair amount of



anci ent governnent buildings. They usually keep the public parts
up-to-date. But sonetinmes..."

Yeah?"

"Don't talk. Just follow ne and | ook stupid. You can do that okay,
ri ght?"

"Sure. I'll just imtate you."



TERRA:
OFFI CE OF THE CONFED CHAI RVAN

Hal f Mbon felt sweat run stinging into her eyes as she stared across

the desk at Tabitha Endicott. "I brought you here .. ." she began
Then she shook her head. For some reason her hair felt heavy as old
thread, dangling lifelessly fromthe top of her skull. It was an odd

feeling, a self-aware sensitivity, as if her body had taken on the
persi stent presence of a bad tooth. A vast surge of greasy disgust
rankl ed her, at what the exigencies of high office had done to her. At
what she'd let be done. Once she'd been a worman, but now she was ..
what ?

"ITie hell with that," she went on. "lI'mgoing to show you sonet hi ng.
Tell me what you make of it."

The room abruptly darkened, the better to focus on the hol oscreen that
suddenly appeared. The picture flickered slightly and had the faintest
of grainy overtones, as if it had not been intended for broadcast.

The two woren watched the few nonments it took for the tape to run
"That's Jim" Tabitha said flatly. "Wat--"

"Wait," Serena replied. She ran the tape again.

"Where is he? He |ooks older. And so tired... Serena, what is this?
Where did you get that tape?"

The chai rman brought the |ights back up. Tabitha | ooked tired too, she
t hought. Worried and worn down. She'd let her hair grow | onger and
didn't look as if she was taking good care of it. It lay flat against
her free skull, lank and sonmehow col orl ess.

"I"'mtold it was shot on Al ba, the hone planet itself. Jimis Tabitha
twi ned her fingers together into a nervous is on Alba? But how -you
told me Alba is blockaded. going in or out."

Serena cl osed her eyes. She had no intention of telling how she'd
gotten the tape. How she had been view ng private hooked by interface
into the state systems. How suddenly had gone dark and a voi ce out of
nowhere said, "I amQuts/tier.":

What had foll owed had been, she had al ways believed, cally inpossible.
Her best systens experts, later, had been to discover how her private
interface, the nmost highly and guarded in the entire Confederation,
could have. breached. They squinched their eyes and sighed and w ung
hands and said it nust have been sonme sort of neural convultion on her
part. And they'd stared at her out of the their eyes as if she were
somehow crunbling, as if her mnd no | onger be trusted.

But she had the tape. She didn't know what it meant, what it showed:
Ji m Endi cott standing with a group of aliens before a | andscape of
i mpossi ble crystal towers.

"I"'mtold this scene took place three days ago. That the is the Geat
Hall of the Pra' Loch. The conclusion is obvious Mun Alter has Jim But
he hasn't informed nme of that. can't. Maybe he can't punch a nessage



t hrough the But sonehow | doubt it.

"It was a nmistake to let himgo," Tabitha said m stake. That Korka
talked me into it. Everything fast... | blane nyself."

Serena shook her head inpatiently. "Wat's done is made m stakes, too.
The question is what kind of |everage fred here? W have to get Jim
back to Terra. Wthout don't have any chance of making the mind arrays
workl i without themwe're just another hel pl ess backwater planet. one
di fference: the Hunzza suspect sonething valuable is Wthout the Al ban
squadron guarding us, they'll sinply and do whatever they want."

"There's an Al ban fleet watching Sol Systen?" "Yes. For the past few
weeks. Hith sent them" "Are they guarding us or inprisoning us?"

"Quite frankly, Tabitha, it doesn't make a hell of a ot ence at this
point. | delivered an ultimatumto the



back. Gve us JimEndicott, or we won't allow you to use m nd
arrays. He has Jim but he hasn't made any nmove to z. |'mnot sure
what that means. But |I'mafraid it doesn't can anything good--for Jim
or for Terra."

"Serena, |'Il be frank, too. | know | should worry about Terra, but
it's too big. I'mworried about ny boy. | want himback here. D d
you see hin? How tired and worn-out he | ooked? He used to be such a
happy boy. None of what's happened has been his fault, though he

bl anes hinmself for a lot of it. Too nuch of it. Al he wanted was to
go to the Acadeny, becone a pilot. That's all..."

The chairman's agate eyes narrowed. The Acadeny?. The Solis
Acadeny?"

Tabi t ha nodded. "It was his application, with his genome, that started
everything. But how could he know?. | told you the story... and in
the end they rejected him Because he couldn't provide his father's
genone. O his nother's, for that matter." Tabitha sounded di sgusted
and bitter. Her mouth twisted as f tiny hooks were enbedded in it.

But Serena Hal f Mbon had stopped listening. She had a way to get a
nmessage t hrough the bl ockade and, f her information was Correct, even
get the message directly to Jim O course, it mght really be nothing
nore than a hallucination. But she had the tape. That was rea

enough, wasn't it?

"The Solis Academny... is that what he really wants, Tabitha? You're
sure of that?"

"More than anything. At |least he used to." Tabitha's chest rose and
fell. "But he | ooks different now Maybe that's changed, too.
Everyt hing el se has."

Serena thought about it. "It's a shot. |It's better than nothing."
"What is?"
"If Jimwants to enter the Solis Acadeny, | can make that happen

Rul es can be broken, and | can break them But he woul d have to cone
back here for me to do that, wouldn't he?"

Tabitha rai sed her head. A faint spark glinted in her eyes. "Yes, he
woul d. "

"We'l|l see," Serena said. "He nmay have no control where he is,
no | everage. But if he does..."
I want him back, Serena."”

"We'll try, Tabitha. W'Ill surely give it a shot."



ALB AGENS :
| MPERI AL DEFENSE M NI'S Tn

"Alba is the hone planet of an old enpire, Jim This probably a

t housand years old. And it was built on top of one, and that fromthe
rubbl e of an older one still. sand years ago maybe there was a little
fort here, with al Albans laid up behind dirt walls with a steam engi ne
generator for electricity."

Sonet hi ng about that seemed wong, but Jimlet it crept slowmy down the
center aisle of a dim

The floor was roughly paved wi th knobby dark gl eaned here and there
with a thin slime of water, but they were dull beneath an inch-thick
| ayer of dust. the distance a steady, hollow, dripping sound hinted
source of the noisture

Shadows wi t hout any particul ar shape, swathed in grease, stinking of
nmold and ruin, towered over themon The floor shivered faintly with the
hum of buried machines, ing that a vast and ancient force was hi dden
here, so long it had been forgotten here. A thick shroud of dust
everything. The place felt as if nothing had wal ked t hese generati ons.
There were certainly no footprints here but

"The basenents,"” Jimsaid. "l wouldn't have thought." Tick shrugged.
"Then you never lived in a really old Kings and governnments. They
never throw anything glanced around. "But if there's anyplace in this

whol e isn't bugged every minute, it would be down here. You though. Up
to you."

They came to a corner, turned, and entered another gl oony chanber. Jim
| ooked at a distant light fixture.

Even on Terra that kind of technol ogy was hundreds of years date. He
tried to i magi ne nai nt enance bots searching of replacenment equi pnent

t hat spanned a hundred centuries. they maybe even have a few wooden

torches stashed away just in case?

But the distant glow | ooked like a |ogical place to stop. The and the
near darkness everywhere el se gave Jimthe

"Let's head for the light and take a break. Then we can Jimsaid. :
They wal ked toward the distant yellow glow, silent in the danp I and
dusty silence. The air snelled of rancid nachi ne grease and rust.
Their footsteps made soft sliding sounds on the stones. air turned
cooler. \When they reached the light, Jimw ped his on the seat of his
pants and | ooked around.

"This okay for you?" he asked. For sone reason it felt exactly
to him
"Sure," Tick replied

They sat cross-legged in the dimy |umnous cone, their backs the
scabrous concrete wall. The light fnture gave off an



occasi onal harsh buzzing sound, like a wasp trapped in a bottle. "So

what are we tal king about, Jinm?" "I shouldn't tell you," Jimsaid at
| ast.

"Because you can't trust nme? Well, that's the first smart thing i've
heard you say. So cone on, let's head back up. 1It's cold down
here.”

Ji m shook his head. "Calmdown, Tick. Don't be so touchy. That's not

what | nmeant. It's just that.." if | tell you, maybe i you're in
danger, too. Like you said. |If they want to yank it out of you, they
will."

As he spoke, his gaze noved across the aisle. Sonething tickled at the
back of his mind but didn't quite surface. He nmentally grabbed for it,
but it was gone.

For a nonent Tick remained silent. Jimcould hear his breathing, soft
and steady and regular. "You know," he said at |ast, "the royals, and
there are hundreds of thousands of us all over the gal axy, nost of us

| eft over from kingdons and enpires only the royal s thensel ves renmenber
any longer, we are raised in strange ways. W learn treachery before
we learn to wal k. To Watch for the knife in the back and the poison in
the infant's nmlk. Even ny own house has its share of nysterious
deaths. Still does, and there's nothing left to fight over. Someday,
Jim | will be an enperor. O two |lousy planets and all the cybermalls
| can Open. |If | go back, that is.

"I"'mjust a kid, even if | ama prince. But | find you ingly naive. |
t hought you woul d understand the rules, don't. Wat kind of place do
you cone from nmy friend?"

"I guess it's just what you say it is. A hick place, a Prinmtive. |
never thought so, but 1'd never been out in the before. Qut in what
you think of as the real world."

"Jim what you tell ne, only you know how nmuch put me in. If |I'myour
friend--and | am-then keep that when you talk. | wll accept whatever
degree of danger you put nme in. But you will have to decide. |It's up
to you."

"Cee, thanks, Tick. Nothing like a friendly chat boys, is there? |Is
everything in your world so hard-boil ed?"

Tick stared at him his dark eyes crinkling at the edges. probably is
in your world, too. You just haven't found out yet."

Ji m t hought about Deltal And Carl Endicott. "You right. But now I'm
afraid to tell you anything."

"We can go round and round forever. Spit it out, or let's and see if
we can hunt up sonme nore of your nmomwould be horrified, but | guess
I"'mogetting a taste for food."

" Cheeseburgers? Ethnic food?"

"It istonme. |It's a wide galaxy, Jim Everything s sonebody. And
now you can tell me your big secret, not, however you want."

Jimtook a breath. "OCkay, what if you thought you had a nake sure that



Al ba whi pped the Hunzza? O vice versa But maybe that way woul d j ust
encourage the war to longer, and grunts like us would get cut up 'in
nore with a lot of civilians?"

"So | won't assume you're being hypothetical. You think have sonme way.
If it's true, | don't buy your squad. pick your side and roll the
dice."

"There's nore innocent people involved. People back on hone pl anet.
Maybe it's possible they get hurt, too."

Tick eyed him "It's really hard for nme to believe you kind of thing
inthe first place. | mean how would sone world |ike Terra cone up
with a lever like that? 1It's sone technol ogy, right?"

Ji m nodded. "I know. It sounds crazy. But Korkal think that's what
|'"ve got."



Tick chewed it over. "Yeah. Al ba is paying a lot of attention to

That's the only thing that gives this any credibility as far as
concerned." He shook his head. "I still can't imagi ne what got,
though. O why they haven't pulled it out of you by force, if they
think it's so inportant.”

"Well, Korkal says that's the next step. He said three days. That two
days ago. It's why I'mtrying to nake up ny nind."

"One day left then..."

"Uh-huh." Once again Jimlet his gaze drift across the way, his
snagged for an instant by a bright silver glint reflecting |ight above
his head. Sonething about it... He had the odd feeling that he should

be recogni zi ng some Somet hi ng was wong, but he couldn't figure out
what it

"Wy | see it," Tick said slowy, "is your options are limted. You
gi ve whatever it is to the Hunzza, so it either goes to Al ba or doesn't
go at all. You say you can make that choice, though

you' re underestimating the Al ban brain-strainers. But say can decide.
Way woul dn't you give it to Alba? There's already war. People are
already dying. So if what you' ve got is so power wouldn't you rather

have Alba win? | nean you' ve already seen how the Hunzza work, up
cl ose and personal. Renenber told me about Shish?"

Jimwi nced. "I hate war," he said softly.

Tick's features twisted into a cynical mask. "I hate breathing," he
sai d.

Yeah. War and breathing and eating. | can't believe they're al

equal ly inevitable. O even necessary. Maybe nobody has ever had a
bi g enough club to end the war part."

"And you think you do?" Tick waited for a reply, but Jimwasn't
| ooking at himanynore. "Hey! You still with us?"

Slow y, Jimshook his head. He was staring at the floor of the aisle
in front of them "Tick?"

"What ?"

"You're the expert on old basenents, right? D d you see any footprints
in the dust back the way we came in?" "Huh? | don't think so."

Look. "

There before themwas a scranble of oddly shaped marks. The shape of
the prints was strange, not immediately recogni zabl e-and there were a
ot of them And sone scrape marks that appeared out of nowhere, as if
somet hi ng heavy had | oaded here. Maybe froma grav-cart. Everything
cane direction opposite to the way they had cone.

Suddenly Jimrealized the coincidence of themif it was one--night not
be so coincidental. The path this direction. But here was where they
halted. 1light. And because his subconsci ous understood the of the
footprints long before his conscious mnd took had brought themto the
baserments. But Jimhad spot.



"Fhose | ook like Al ban footprints?" Jimsaid softly. "Naw. Too
smal | . Look at that one--some kind of setup. Looks alnost like a ..
Tick's eyes wi dened lizard."

Jimclinbed to his feet and stepped across the aisle. of light on
fresh netal over there drew his gaze like a That was what had been
buggi ng him Things out of a deserted, never-visited basenent. Like
footprints. metal with no dust on it.

Tick unfol ded hinmself and followed. "What's up?' "Help ne." Jim
began to push aside a nmound Everythi ng down here was covered with years
of grease and corrosion. Everything was dull and old. Untouched
Except for this one half-hidden bit of glitter, and the that led up to
it.

Tick joined in. After five sweaty mnutes they had it stared down at
it. Finally he took out his universal and over the characters painted
on the dull silver beneath a tangle of freshly connected wires. It was
one' naked wires that had caught the light--and Jinms waited a nonent,
then raised his head in surprise.

This is Terran witing," he said. "Four different how in Branmadon's
Hel| would a Terrie artifact get down

Ji m nodded slowly, his right hand unconsciously belly where a ball of

i ce had suddenly appeared. "Mandarin, English, Japanese, and Spani sh,"
he "What is it? Wat's it doing here?" "It's a nuke. A nuclear
bonb. " "What's a nucl ear bonb?"

"One of our prinmtive weapons. It rmakes a big hole ground. This one
will make a very big hole.™



i "Huh? WII it go off?."

Jimrubbed aside a thin filmof newy sneared grease and at a snall
digital readout. The bright red numbers spun flently backward from
right toleft. He felt his mnd rock as understandi ng expl oded wi th
terrible sinplicity in his brain. It had been niggling at himever
since he'd seen the first gleamof the rawwiring and the prints in the
dust. Lizard footprints! Thargos! And Thargos had hijacked a | oad of
Terran nukes.

"Yes. In one hour, forty-six mnutes, and twenty seconds. That's what
the timer says."

Tick's voice was soft. 'l'"hat's not very long."

"No," Jimreplied. "Not very long at all."

As they ran for the ancient bank of elevators that |let onto nore nodern
floors and trans matter disks, Jimused his universal, Fred, to try to

contact Korkal. Al he got was bounced nessages.

"Location, then," he instructed Fred, as they groaned upward in the
tiny el evator cubicle.

"Classified," Fred told him

"Put out an alarm There is a Terran nuclear bonb in the basenent of
the Inmperial Mnistry."

"Done," said Fred imediately. 'q' he proper authorities have been
notified."
Then silence. Jimglanced at Tick. "The proper authorities? \Wat

does that nean?"

"Probably that a bunch of bureaucrats now have a mediumpriority
message in with a bunch of other mediumpriority messages, and that

maybe sonebody will bother to read it right after lunch.”

"Jeez. |1've got to get to Korkal. He knows about these bonbs." "He
does?"

"Yeah. W watched one of themgo off." Jimthought about Tabitha and

bli nked as a wave of sadness washed over him "He'll believe ne."



"Ch, the bureaucrats will believe you, too. At least send a teamto
i nvesti gate. Wenever sonmebody around to it."

"Fred. Tell themit will go off in less than two hours." "Yeah. That
ought to speed themup. A little," Tick said. The door slid open on a
gray and enpty corridor. But off. left was a silvery trans natter

di sk. The two boys galloped it. They stepped through into the bright
lights outside their quarters. In the distance the van of a crowd

squi nted. "Korkal!" he shouted, and began to run

“Jim"

"Korkal, listen to ne!"

"Jim slow down. | want you to meet sonebody." Korkal and gestured

toward an Al ban so gray he | ooked al nbst specter. But about this one
hung an aura of authority so was like an invisible wall.

"This is Hth Mun Alter," Korkal said. "The pack lord "COh, Lord," Jim
breat hed as anot her bl ast of suddenly exploded in his skull. "Korkal

I know who the is. Now listen to nme. You renenber that bonb Thargos
set Wl f bane? The nuke?"

Korkal 's features were beginning to

"Yes, | renenber."
"You told nme four were nmssing. Well, one of themis the basenent of
this building, Right now It's set to go hour and a half or so."

Hth Mun Alter stepped forward. "A bonb you say?. But inpossible--"
Korkal gently stepped in front of him 'rhargos the

Packl ord. Wth that one, anything's possible."

"You told nme he was dead!"

"He's fooled nme before. Jim vyou' re sure?"

"I saw it," Jim said.

"Me, too," said Tick. "Looked real to ne."

"Packl ord, we have to get you out of here.”

"No!" Jimblurted. "Thargos arranged this.." and | know what he's
after. He could have set it off already. But didn't, Packlord, were
you schedul ed to cone here today?."

"Yes. 1'd allotted three hours for interviews. I|I'malittle early.

Ji m nodded. in argos knows, somehow. My guess is the ing is
wat ched--or your personal party is watched. |If you



"Il bet that bonb goes off. Thargos wanted to get all of ne,

Korkal . Everybody. And... sonething else that isn't clear to ne
yet."
Alter tilted his wolfish head. "You're nmaking a |ot of deduc "If |

were you, Packlord, 1'd listen to him" Tick broke in. "He's pretty
good at the deduction thing."

"Who are you?"

"Prince Tickeree of Heestah, Packlord." Alter glanced at Korkal
"Well, Lord Denai ?* Korkal turned to Jim "Wuere is it?"

"In the basenent. 1|'Il show you. Do you have any bonmb experts in the
bui I di ng?. "

"It's the" Defense Mnistry," Korkal said. 'here ought to be
sonebody.

"I'f you leave, it goes off," Jimsaid. "I'msure of it. And if you

| eave, it goes off anyway, eventually. Mybe this way maybe we have a
little time."

But there weren't any bonb-di sposal experts. Not for this kind of
bonb.



TIME: 1:03:6 .

"t"s not that it's too prinmtive. O that it's too advanced. It's the
conbi nati on, Lord Denai," the sweating Al ban weapons tech said.

"I don't understand," Korkal replied.

The tech shook his head. "Look. See all that new stuff halfburied in
the casing there? That's what this Thargos added. It will be
state-of-the-art and very tricky. Still, we might crack it in tine.
Except that we don't understand anything about the bonb itself. Maybe
we do the right thing with the new stuff and that trips the primtive
nmechani sns anyway. O maybe the other way around."

The tech glanced at his team who stared blankly at the weapon. But
they were all sweating, too, and when they forgot, their eyes rolled a
bit in their skulls.

"So you're saying you can't stop this thing?."

"Ch, not at all. W can get it unhooked. Just not in time. Probably
not intime." He ran his palmdown the side of his nuzzle, then stared
at it as if surprised to see the filmof noisture there.

Kor kal rocked back on his heels. "Al right. That's it, then." He
turned to face Hth Mun Alter, who was taking everything in with bright
eyes and twi tching ears.

W'l |l have to evacuate the building. Sir, we'll get you out first"
"Jim really. This is serious. | don't have tine-"

"You don't understand. | can't prove it, but | knowthat! start to
nove everybody out, even just the pack lord will explode. There's no

ot her way he could have set it wants to get all of us---ne, you, the

pack lord ..." He suddenly deep in thought.
"And Terra .. " he said. "It's got sonmething to do with Packlord, sir,
you have sone kind of deal with Terra, About the.." uh... things."

Hth stepped forward. "CGo on."

"It's... yes. Thargos wants to destroy the |inkage Terra and Al ba.
What better way than to bl ow you Terrie weapon?"

The pack lord stood very still.

"Packlord," Korkal said, "we can't take the chance. Jimfriend,
but..."

"Hush, Lord Denai." Hith caught Jims gaze with his held it. "You
have a suggestion, don't you?"

Jimlicked his Iips and nodded.

Jimtook a deep breath. "I1'Il disarmit. |[|'ve had nucl ear technol ogy.
Primtive by your standards, but primtive bomb. By your standards.



"What about the additions? Those aren't primtive." "They will have a
solution. There has to be a pattern.” "And you can find it?"

""That's not good enough, Jim" Korkal broke in.

Jimstared at him "I'Il find it, Korkal. | wll.

H th stepped back. H's shoul ders noved up, then down. gleanmed. He
al nost seened to be enjoying hinself. "I'll risk, Lord Denai. And
"Il take it for you, too. Sorry. N "Packlord--"

"We'd better quit jabbering and let this young man get it, eh?"

Korkal started to say sonething, thought better of it, finally nodded.
Then he | ooked directly at Jim "Do you stand the risk? Not just you
and your friend. Not even nme pacldord. Everything. Al ba. Your own

pl anet Wl f bane and Terra. Everything."

70



Jims skull seemed to have swoll en sonehow, so that it against the
skin of his face and stretched it as tight as a over the knobby bones
beneat h.

"Gve me sone light," he said. "And sonebody explain to nme these tools
are the techs brought with them?"

ME: 00:46:12 .

Jimlay on his back and stared up at the underside of the He had two
i nspecti on panel s open, and had very carefully a third opening in the
steel skin.

Strands of glow |ight were draped across the bonb casing, self worns
the thickness of his little finger that cast a shad white gl ow on the
preci se spots he needed it. He blinked. area was warm ng up now, and
t he heat caused the crusts of grease to soften and finally drip. There
were bl ack streaks across his forehead and on one cheek. The grit of
ages was now into his shoul ders and backside, and it itched. He could
snell the rank odor of his own arnpits. Fear sweat. Flop sweat. Do
you understand the risk?.

The light was too sharp and clear. 1t made everything too plain.

could see it, tangles of wires, sone Tei Tan, sone put there by Thargos.
The new stuff was easy to see but inpossible to deci pher. The techs
told himwhat they could. But whoever had wired up this nonstrosity
had possessed cl everness that was nearly denpbnic. He would stare at
the tangl ed webs, at the nysterious chips so delicately placed

al ongsi de the far clunkier mechani snms of the Terran weapon. Here and
there new and old had actually nelted together, so he couldn't tel
where the ol d ended and began.

Everything about it screanmed danger. The Terran part was sinple and
straightforward. He could look at it and see just thing could be
pushed and sonething el se cut, and a twisted just so. Nuclear bonbs
were not terribly devices. Making allowance for the various ignition
aver age grade-school kid could slap one together with

If it had been only that, he could have just about taken it his bare
hands.

But the conbination | ooked nore and nore him He would get the

fai ntest gauzy flash of an idea, seeing hint of howit all fitted
together, and then it would the tantalizing flicker of a sumer

i ce-cream cone tongue, quickly withdrawn, i. If | just had nore tine..
But | don't, he thought. | don't have hardly any time at his head,
silent as death, the red digital clock ticked ticked down. Wth
grease-sneared fingers he reached for cal screwdriver. Please, God
don't let ny hands shake.

TI ME: 00:19:43 .

orkal hovered. There was no other word for couldn't help hinself. The
packi ord had retreated across where his ninions had covered sonme piece
of dead their own cloaks to nake a seat for him He could see gol den
eyes glinting at him but otherwi se his master gave this was anything
nore stressful than a quiet chat

Jims wiry frane was hal f-hi dden under the snooth of the bonb. Every
once in a while his grease-streaked '. would dart out, accept sone new



chunk of work fromone of the techs, and vanish into the innards da
[imed thing.



And, inexorably, the clock was still running down, chopping seconds
into red and blurry bits. Korkal felt a shuddery sense unreality. It
really was too ridicul ous, a comedy of slapstick

How could it possibly cone down to this? To his own the life of the
pack lord of the Al ban Enpire, perhaps the surrender of the enmpire
itself, how could it come down to the frantic efforts of one kid froma
nowhere planet, thrust willy into the center of events so great even
Korkal had a hard conprehendi ng then?

He knew that somewhere Thargos nust be | aughing. Korkal alnost see
t hose great green Hunzzan eyes, blinking and

And he felt a constriction in his own chest and knew fate had a good
strong grip there.

The red numbers swirled and swirled, counterpoint to his own now
ratcheting fromhis grasp. And all he could think what a great waste
it was, to end like this, in a dimand age basenment. Death was a
cosmic joke, whether for the tiny thinkers or for the mghty enpires
they presumed, in scurrying pride, to build. It was all the sane to
the universe. "Korkal?" "What?"

Ji m had pushed hinself all the way out from under the casing and now
sat cross |egged, his el bows on the knees of his grease stai ned khak

uni form pants, looking up at him "l can't get it. | thought | could,
but it keeps slipping away. | can alnost see the way it's put

toget her, but | don't have enough mental push to put it all together."
Jimw ped his forehead. "I need nore power. |If only |I had the Queen
down here. But | don't." He |looked down at his lap and then up again.
"I"'msorry, Korkal. | tried. Maybe you'd better get the pack |ord out
of here if you can. | know that will set off the bonb, but--"

Korkal. stared at him "What do you nean, if you could get the Queen

down here. The Queen of Ruin? Your ship? But why?."

Ji m shook his head slightly, a nervous tic. "It doesn't matter, Cause
we can't. But if 1'd been able to interface with the ship's
COmuters... they give ne a lot nmore power than | have with just nmy own
stupid brain. | see solutions better. That's how | got through the

bl ockade. "

Korkal 's jaw slowy dropped. "Conputer power? That's what You
need?"

Ji m nodded.

"Jim you're in the Al ban Inperial Defense Strategic Planning Machines
are here. The nopst conputers in the whole enpire. You want power?
There's here than anypl ace else in the gal axy!"

"Better hurry," Jimsaid.

TIME: 00:01:26 . o .

It seened like it had taken forever to horse the nectors and rel ays
down fromthe upper levels to the though it had been one short scream
of activity. Now inter force ring in his two hands and gazed down at
it. hulked two very large pieces of equipnent that seemed to shimer
in and out of reality, protected by a shifting web sensitive force



fields--the relay nodes themnsel ves.
"Is it ready?." Jim asked.

One of the techs nodded. His long pink tongue slipped jaw, hung there
a nonent, then darted back between his The tech's eyes | ooked dry and
yellow in the pure white the |ight-tubes.

Jims chest rose high, then fell. "GCkay," he whispered, one single
cl ean nmotion placed the ring around his | ooked up at Korkal. Then he
noved his chin, and his vani shed behind the snmooth ball of force. He
ducked slid back under the casing.

Korkal had to rem nd hinself to breathe again, and nonment he once again
forgot.



TI ME: 00: 00: 38 .

From his viewpoint the inter force helnet was fully transparent, yet
Jimwas aware of it as an invisible bubble a few inches out fromhis

skull. He was al so aware of the huge power of the computers poised
just beyond that tenuous nmenmbrane. He had al ready touched that power
once and the result had scared himsilly. It had been like a kid

tossing a firecracker, but when the it cane as a |ong, bell owi ng pea

of thunder. For an instant or two he'd frozen. Then he realized there
was a logic to that force, and he could understand and control it. O
at | east he thought he coul d.

He gathered his thoughts and told hinmself to focus. Of near the edge
of his physical awareness the red clock whirred and ticked. He licked
his 1ips.

Al right, he thought. Here we go now. Initiate full inter force
engagemnent .

Deep in his mind the thunder rolled and roared as he brought the power
to bear on the secrets of the bonb triggers. And he found sonethi ng
el se. ..

TIME: 00:00:12 .
patterns. So many patterns.

He had brought his focus down to a fine point, so that sors and the
mani pul at ors operated by the Al ban functioned on the subatonic |evel
The shape of the bonmb was slowy shifting structure floating off to his
left. THe electron flows pulse slowy fromthree different power saw

t he chunks of nuclear material as huge gal axi es anced, great masses of
probability poised to fall each other

He saw how the new t hi ngs Thargos had put into the worked in eerie
cascades with the things that were

It was sort of |ike what he'd experienced in the fight Hunzzan
war ships, but in this case atons becane nunbers that signified the
probability of their position given nonent.

Hei senberg's Uncertainty Principle drifted gently thoughts: if you
could see the particle, you could not know direction, or how fast, it

was moving. |If you knew how nmoving, you couldn't see it. So one or
the other of these either the location or the momentum of the particle
could described as a probability. 1In this sense reality becane a

statistics.

And for Jimthe probabilities were depicted by the spinning virtual
nunbers that narked the ghostly presence: it m ght be here, but if not,
the odds were it be there.

There was not hing he could do about Thargos's tricky there were six of
them cascaded so that altering any one forced all of theminto a new
pattern. Aided by the Al ban



m ght eventually be able to decode all the probabilities and so the
nost |ikely course to manipulate the triggers into

But not fast enough. His mind had placed the timer "into the virtua

di stance as a great red wall of spinning nunmerlt was still ticking down
toward the zero instant of nuclear det Find the key! he told hinself.
Find a different pattern than the

Thargos made. There has to be one, or... O there won't be any tine
left. Hardly any tinme left anyway. Only00:00:04 .

e gave up on Thargos's booby-trapped triggers and pul |l ed way back
Stared at the whole thing, all the elenments of the bonb floating before
hi m hard-spi nning atonic nunbers

, veils of potential and probability.

The whol e pattern. |If | can just get the whole pattern, then maybe
can change it... Sonething dark and vast rose fromthe sub quantum sea
like a great fish, an archetypal Mby D ck of power and intention

Jim

He could see nothing, but he felt its presence as a shudscreech up and
down his spinal cord. The short hairs on neck stood straight up

"What.. o"

Forget the triggers. Look at the nuclear material. Look at the

nucl ear matrices thenselves... Wo are you?"

No answer. But he felt the presence swell, sonehow grow nore reo2, and

he knew he wasn't al one.

The nucl ear material? He conpressed his attention and ained it a
weapon at the two highly polished hem spheres that were

Each atomwas a crust of particles glued together by the heart of the
bonb. He focused on the atomc there, and, aided by the Al ban
conput ers, he understood instantly.

gquantal forces. He could see the potential: when they together, one by
one those atonms woul d becone begin fusing, throwi ng off vast quantities
of heat as a of the atom c joining.

For a nonent he despaired. The reactions of nuclear and fusion had
been wel | deci phered for centuries even own planet. And the Al ban
conputers knew far nore inevitable reactions than he did. But
somet hing tickled him ghostly nmenory, the vaguest begi nnings of an
i dea. But the idea remmined vague. He couldn't pull it met." he
whi sper ed.

The presence suddenly expanded, somehow nel ded his own awareness, then
linked the both of themto the conputers. A raw blast of power filled
what ever it was the themtogether had becone.

And now he saw the sol ution, nmuch as he'd seen solutions when he'd

wr enched the Hunzzan warships their grip on reality and then destroyed
them |If one the probabilities of this atomin this way, and touched
in a different way, then the nuclear probabilities altered... You m ght
change the nuclear material itself by forcing it. rapid but controlled



process of decayt.

The presence separated itself fromhimand fell vast shadow fading into
the night. He sensed its only distantly, as a recedi ng whi sper of
curiosity and as the iron taste of a thunderstormslowy lifting. His
filled with the taste of wet rust. Pie ignored it. He busy.



HANDS
TIME: OO OO QO ..

H s senses were so hyperextended that Korkal saw the digital nunbers
flicker to a halt in slow nption: zero, zero, zero, zero, zero, Zzero.

He cl osed his eyes and flinched, his mnd trying to skitter around the
i dea of suddenly vanishing in a single bright flash of nuclear flane.

Ca- cl unk!

It was a heavy netallic sound. He opened his eyes and saw Jim
scranbli ng out from beneath the bonmb casing. "Get back!" Jimyelled.
"Cet away fromit!" He was pushing hinmsel f quickly back ward, sitting
on his butt, his arms and | egs punpi ng.

Kor kal jumped back. The dials of the readout stood unblinking and red,
a series of zeros. Then the center section of the bonb suddenly nelted
and slunped. Acrid snmoke rose up, and a burning chem cal stench

Jimclanbered to his feet. "hat's it," he said. H's voice quavered
"It's over."
Korkal heard a soft rattling sound. It took hima noment to realize it

was his own teeth chattering like a bucket full of knuckle bones.
“"What . .. "

Jimstared at it. There were broad dark patches of sweat at his
arnpits, on his chest and belly and groin.

"I couldn't break the triggers in tine. So | changed the nucl ear
stuff. It's still emtting, but it won't explode. That clank was the
trigger going off, slamm ng the two hemi spheres of the nucl eus
together. There was a little heat, a side effect of the process I
started. It nelted the bonmb. | was afraid it m ght be worse."

Korkal started to nove toward Jim but he staggered and al nost fell.
Ji m caught hi minstead, and Korkal stared down at his own knees. The
joints there felt |oose and weak, as if sone nysterious di sease had
di ssolved all the nuscle and cartil age



and left only the bony knobs and sockets and nothing hold the two
t oget her.

And he knew the disease. Knew it of old. Its nanme was That great
thief of will and strength. "I'mokay, Jim" he "Well, |I'm not okay,
but I will be ina mnute. No, let me you."

"I thought | peed ny pants,” Jimsaid seriously. "I had to make
sure. "

They stared at each other. Then they began to | augh..
l:

"Packl ord," Korkal said. He giggled again, caught just managed to
choke off a final chortle. ™

Hth Mun Alter waited. Wen he was sure both Jimand had thensel ves
under control, he bowed in Jims direction did this a nmuted chorus of
gasps rose fromthose behind

"I owe you ny life," the pack lord said formally. "I

t he debt before mnmy peers.”

Jimraised his head slightly. Korkal saw through the stains, the taut
skin, the gauntness of the bone and saw the slow green light grow in
the boy's eyes. He was so young, but he possessed a dignity the equa
of the

He bowed his head slightly in return. "I acknow ed Packlord,"” he
replied softly.

The pacl dord stood notionless a nonment, wapped in his gray dignity,
t hen suddenly nodded. "We'Ill speak of it Korkal ?"

"Yes, Pacl dord?"

"I think you have sone business wi th Thargos?"
"Yes, Packlord. Finding him to begin with." "
"l should think so. Jim Endicott?"

" Packl or d?"

"I'n some ways our nutual situation has changed. In



it remains the same. | wi sh to speak with you and Lord in private.
In... say an hour?" "I1'll be there." "Korkal, see to itF "JinP"
"Yes, sir?."

"Thank you, Lord Endicott." Wth that, Hth Mun Alter bowed a fina
time and turned away.

In the background, the gathered courtiers slowy began to applaud. Jim
bl ushed.

"Ti ck?"
"Ri ght here, buddy."
"Let's go find a shower. | think I need one."

"And nme sone fresh underwear,'
off, armin arm

Tick said seriously. The two boys noved

"Well, now we're really brothers,"” Tick said.
"Huh? What are you tal king about?"

"Have you got ears, Terrie? You're an aristocrat now O did think
the pack lord called you Lord Endicott just to hear his flap?
t hought your nanme was Marshal, though."

Ji m st opped, turned, and watched the pack | ord back as he boarded the
other elevator. ,
It's a long story,"” Jimsaid. "And getting longer all the time. Lord
huh? | guess it does have a nice ring to it, doesn't it?" "Yeah."
Tick grinned. "My norn will love it. She's such a snob." "After you,
H ghness, " Ji m sai d.

"No, after you, Lord," Tick replied. In the end, they boarded the
el evat or together.



After seeing the Geat Hall of the Pra'Loch, Jimhad expected

somet hing nmore inpressive than the snall office reveal ed beyond

Kor kal ' s shoul der as Korkal opened the door and ushered himinto the
room

The pacl dord, small and gray, was seated on a contour sofa, its soft
shape hugging himlike a glove. He didn't rise, but gestured to one of
a pair of chairs across a lowtable fromhim He cradled a cup of sone
steanming liquid in his hands. A sharp cinnanon snell rose with the

st eam

"hank you for coming, Lord Endicott," the pack lord said. "Lord Denai
if you would have a seat as well? What | have to say concerns all of
us, | think."

Kor kal nodded, but asked Jim "Do you want something to drink?" Jim
shook his head. There was a sheen of unreality to all of this. The

| eader of the Al ban Enpire making tinme in the mdst of a war to talk to
a Terran kid who only a few nonths before had been nothing nore than a
green school boy. But his nmind, wthout any conscious inpetus, kept on
t hi nki ng about his situation even as it changed, and he integrated his
amazing circunstances as if they Were only another cluster of data
points. And that was a very odd feeling indeed; sort of |ike having a
machine installed in the bottomof his skull, a machi ne whose ceasel ess
wor ki ngs he had little control over. But where had that nmachi ne cone
fron? And why?. "Packlord,"” Jimsaid, "nmany others who were with you
in the

Def ense M nistry have cone to ne and acknow edged that | saved their
lives."

"Yes, of course. They follow ny lead. Do you understand all means?"

"I think so. Korkal explained after | saved his life. W don'f such
custons on Terra."

Hth Mun Alter nodded. "I amat sonething of a | oss seens you have
acquired for yourself the personal sizable nunber of the nost powerful
peopl e in our enpire.

i ncl uded. Rather astonishing, actually.
Jimfelt the pattern shift and solidify. "But it's not enough

"No. [It's not enough. As Lord Denai has expl ai ned, our toms, even our
nost cherished custons, are not neant to suicide pact."”

Ji m nodded hi s understanding. "But they nean don't they? Oherw se,
we woul dn't be having this polite sat ion

A faint flicker of white fang showed in the pack lord jaw. "You are
wi se beyond your years, Lord Endicott."

"I don't feel very w se, Packlord. Mstly | feel confused."
"Perhaps,"” the pack lord said snoothly, "I can help your confusion."

Suddenly Ji mw shed he'd taken Korkal up on his drink. He wasn't
thirsty, but it would be conforting to hold thing in his hands. On
second gl ance, beneath all the there was an air of quiet luxury in this
room slick as his knobby, reddened knuckl es seened sonehow out of



resisted the urge to slip his hands into his pants said instead, "I
guess you know everything about ne that does?"

"Yes. Please forgive Lord Denai, but | gave himno choice
matter."

"You believe | aminportant to you. To Alba. Wy?."

"I"o Alba, at least as far as this discussion goes.

and | now have a personal relationship, which | have edged, but which I
must regretfully set aside for the

Even the pack lord ultimately serves the G eat Pack
safety of the Geat Pack is what we are here to discuss."

"It is very hard for me to inmagine that | can have any tance---or any
role to play--in such large matters,"” Jinsaid fully.

H th sipped his drink thoughtfully. "And now you are disingenuous,
Lord Endicott. So let us also put that aside
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is eak openly and honestly. You Terrans have an expression,
believe. Put all the cards on the table?"

Jimsnothered a grin at the ancient colloquialism The pack |ord
seened to know a great deal about Terra. He told hinself to keep that
in mnd. The pack lord | ooked snall and old, but he was one of the
nmost powerful beings in the galaxy. He hadn't reached or held that
position by being either soft or stupid.

"Yes, sir, we say that. Al right, it's possible that | may have
somet hing you want. But | haven't decided yet whether to | et you have

it. To be honest, | guess | should tell you I may decide not to. And
that in the end it will have to be ny decision. |Is that going to be a
pr obl en?"

"Yes, it might be."

"Korkal gave me a deadline. He said | had three days, and then you
woul d take stronger measures. The third day will cone tonorrow "

Hth's eyes flicked in Korkal's direction, then flicked away. "Lord
Denai was nore open than | m ght have wi shed,"” he said at |ast.

"You said you wanted the cards on the table. At |least with Korkal
know where | stand. But | don't know anything about you, sir. And
need to know in order to make up my mnd."

"You seemvery certain you have a choice in the matter. Wy do you
think that? By Terran standards, Al ban... ah... interrogation
technol ogy is quite advanced."

Careful, now, Jimthought. Anything |I say might tell himtoo nmuch.
Think it through then. "Lord, let's say for the sake of argunent that
| do have a choice. |If so, where do we go? How would you proceed?"

"I would negotiate. | would try to persuade you. | would offer you
bribes, threats, promi ses. Whatever | thought m ght cause you to
decide in our favor."

"Wuld you |ie?"

Hth sighed. "Yes, | would lie, if | thought you wouldn't catch ne.
O herwi se, lying would be counterproductive, of course."

At | east that was honest enough. "Sir, can you think of any way to
prove your honesty to ne?"

"No, I'mafraid not. | cannot allow nyself to be tested by any
trut h-saying machine. Even in this situation. | amthe pack |ord
after all."

"I was afraid of that. Al right. The nost reassuring thing you can
do for ne is to tell me what you know and think and will try to judge
the truth for nyself fromwhat you tell nme. "That puts you at a

di sadvant age, doesn't it?

Not necessarily. Al things have specific patterns of Truths and lies.
They... hang together. O maybe they think that naybe telling a great
lie would have a pattern, and so would a large truth. | have sone



skill ining this kind of logic. | suppose in this situation I'Ill just
trust it."

"Patterns?”

Yes. Pilots learn to deal with patterns. Wth structures Wth
probabilities and inpossibilities. |I'mevidently than | thought."

H th once again glanced at Korkal, who shrugged.

the pack lord said. "I'Il tell you what I know." He took a fromhis
glass and set it aside. "Several years ago Lord became my persona
courier between a Terran known to as Delta..."

The fact that he made it out at all after the fiasco in front of the
Defense Mnistry told Thargos a couple of things. First, the
count er espi onage agenci es on the planet weren't quite as good or as
qui ck as they were, even with Korkal Emut Denai booting themin their
primative rears. Second, Hunzzan shadow ship technol ogy was, been
assured, rather nore advanced than Al ban detection technol ogy. Even
so, he'd had a full Alban and part of another on his tail when he'd
bl asted i nner ring of the bl ockade and into the safety of the fleets.

Now he drifted in the chill distance of the Al ban so far out that
Al bagens itself was only a very bright considered what el se he knew.



Dam that Terran boy!

Many yeas ago anot her agent had conproni sed an up-and com ng young
bureaucrat in the pack lord offices. That bureaucrat once he was

t horoughly apprised of the hold Hunzza had on him was then soothed and
allowed to sink quietly back into the pursuit of his career

H s career had so far taken himto the position of second

adm ni strative assistant to the pack I ord and he had been part of the
party that acconpanied Hith Mun Alter on his nonmentous visit to the

| mperial Defense Mnistry.

Thargos had seen the recording of an interviewwith this nole shortly
after it was done. The Al ban, normally very sl eek, had appeared
shaken. His eyes rolled and his hands shook, and when he forgot, his
tongue dangl ed hal fway out of his mouth. It took a while to get al
the details. The Al ban had finished with great indignation: 'l'hat
bonb woul d have killed me, too!"

H's interrogator had nmerely smiled and agreed with him \Wen the nole
left, his hands were shaking even nore strongly. Thargos grinned as he
recall ed that part.

The boy had thwarted himagain. The bonb had been wired and triggered
by the nost skilled of experts. Thargos had assumed it m ght be

di scovered and wanted to make sure that, no matter what, it would go
of f as scheduled. But the boy had disarned it somehow. He had even
understood that trying to evacuate the pack lord would trigger the
bonb.

Sonmehow! It was infuriating. But he couldn't let his enotions col or
his thinking. No, he would rest for a while and consi der how this boy,
whom t he mysterious Delta had searched for, whom Korkal Enut Denai had
rescued, and whom the pack | ord of the Al ban Enpire had now nade a
brother, fitted into the |larger scheme of things.

Perhaps it m ght be a good idea to go back to the beginning. Somewhere
al ong the way he m ght have m ssed sonething. And he could do no nore
good here. Surprise had aided his escape as nuch as his shadow ship
But that el ement was gone now, and trying to return to Al ba would be
tantamount to suicide

On the other hand, Terra would be relatively unguarded, even if Al ba
had posted a squadron to protect the system And he

Wul d have the el ement of surprise again.

Maybe he could come up with a few nore surprises. For Terra--and for
Al bagens.



Jimleaned forward, listening intently. He was amazed nuch the
pacl dord seenmed to know. In sonme areas he good deal nore than di m
hinself. Particularly about the government and Serena Hal f Moon

"We know that Thargos got on your trail because he your genotype in
some hal f-destroyed weckage of lite. Qur own agents picked up this
fact in the usual Hunzzan di spatches. Evidently Delta had a

| ong- st andi ng program keyed on your genetic code. Wre you aware of
I

Jimrenenbered his fateful decision to apply to Acaderny, and how
sendi ng his genotype along with his application had triggered the
changes that had nearly "Yes, sir, | know about it."

The pack lord continued to pile detail upon detail. Jimlistened and
soaked it all up, letting the bizarre new the back of his nind shuffle
each new fact and try to fit it sonme |logical structure that seened to
change every

The process made himdizzy if he paid too much conscious attention to
it, and so he let hinmself drift.

"So what we cone down to is this, Lord Endicott.

and | believe that you have some crucial inportance to the function of
the conputers Delta used to command. W Delta hinself is either dead
or in some other way unable trol his machines. W aren't certain

whet her those in fact destroyed when Delta's satellite was smashed.
bel i eve Serena Half Mbon is aware of nuch of this, and back, possibly
for exactly the reasons | have outlined. She you as badly as we need
t hose computers, in order to Terra's bargaining position in the |arger
gal axy. Can you any of this?"

"Wul d confirmati on be sonme part of what you want
The pack lord shook his head. "It would be hel pful, but critica

i nportance. The only thing we have to know is, if indeed possess sone
key to Delta's computers, whether you



Al ba have it. How you choose to do it is up to you, as long as get
access to that kind of processing power. Lord Denai has nme he's
already told you how i nmportant those capabilities are to us, now that
Hunzza is Finally making its nove."

So there it was, the hidden knife in the wel comi ng hand. What woul d
the pack lord do in order to obtain those inportant capabillties he

tal ked about with such quiet civility?. Jimstared at the grizzled

Al ban and knew he woul d do anyt hi ng necessary. For him the end, which
was the survival of the Al ban Enpire, justified any neans.

Jimrealized that his sanity, perhaps even his life, teetered on the

bl ade edge of the decisions it seened he now nust make. Once again he
had been pl aced against his will into a context not his own making. No
matter what he did, somehow he could not escape those forces outside
hinsel f. But he could face them maybe even surnount them He stil
had choi ce.

And now was the tinme to nake a choice. He took a deep breath. "I hate
war," he said. "I hate it personally. '
The pack lord stared at him "I amprivy to the records of the Queen

of Ruin. M condol ences on the sad deaths of your mates. O Shishtar
in particular."

The buzzing machine in his brain exam ned this statenent and told Jim
that Hith spoke the truth, but it was a limted truth. The pack |ord
was capabl e of feeling concern, even grief, over individual deaths, but
he wasn't able to see themas anything but trivial in the |larger schene
of things.

Yet for Jimit was those individual deaths that mattered, the slaughter
of each singul ar innocent, and even those who did the slaughtering. For
in the vast mael stromof war, all were to some extent innocent, caught
in a context too large for any one being to control. The weapon was
deadly on both ends, yes, even for this mghty pack |ord whether he
knew it or not.

"It's nore than that, sir. | believe that war is an intrinsic evil. If
governments exist for any reason, it is to keep their people safe from
it. The first primtive governments on Terra were roving bands of
raiders who realized it was easier to settle down anpngst their farner
victinms and tax the crops rather than burn them But in exchange they
of fered those farmers protection from

O her raiders. That has al ways been the unspoken covenant. Yet it is
government itself that sometines breaks the pact and brings

War to its people.”

"Ah. And you believe that is the case here? But Al ba strike first.
Hunzza did. You of all people should know were there. You were a part
of the first bl ow against us."

"And it made me sick, Packlord, when | realized that." "Your sickness
does you credit, Lord Endicott." He "But don't extend your revulsion
at that treachery to the picture. Yes, it would be wonderful if war
could be the galaxy forever. At one tine | thought that maybe | was
the one.." that Alba mght extend its peace to all the are a trading
enpire, young man. Traders prefer peace prefer rich cultures to poor



ones. Perhaps in sone ways also holds to those ideals. They are a
trading culture as the Hunzza, as a race, prefer to control all aspects
of the future. And they value life perhaps less than we do."

"Real ly? How many would you kill, sir, to assure the
Al ba? Wuld you kill ne? A world? Al of Hunzza? Al
Hith Mun Alter w nced.

"Jim" Korkal said softly. "Alittle respect, please.” "No, Lord
Denai, it's a legitimte question. Perhaps legitimte question. |
understand what Lord Endicott is He wants to know if there are any
l[imts on the means use to achieve ny ends. It is a question I, too,
have stru over the years. And | believe | have an answer... Jimraised
his head. This was the crux of the matter: once upon a time been
forced to alter his belief that always justified the means. But what
about this one, so nore powerful than Delta had been?

"Yes, Packlord?" he said.

"Al ba woul d not have attacked Hunzza. But Hunzza did attack us. |
reserve absolutely our right to nere raising of a weapon nmust. not
automatically assure or civilization would not be possible at all--only
the rule and claw. That said, your real question is how far would
resisting the attack? At what point, if any, do the ends no | onger
justify the means of achieving it?" The pack lord raised his cup to
sip, realized it was enpty, and set it down. vaguely aware of Korka
scurrying to refill the drink. He gaze focused on the pack |ord dark
eyes. He had the ing he was about to hear the nost inportant words of
his life.

"I told you our custons and beliefs were not intended as



tide pact. Very well, that is the limt. W have a certain imge of
ourselves--nore: we are a certain kind of people. |If we then do things
that change us irrevocably into something we are not, something evil
then we commit suicide by our own hand, even if we as persons go on

living. So that is nmy limt: | will not destroy what we are in order
to preserve what we are. It cannot be done. No race can do it. W
cannot destroy ourselves to save ourselves, and those who believe it
can be done have succunbed to an ultimate evil, one even greater then

nmere subjugation. They have betrayed their souls. So, rather than
becone the Hunzza in order to beat them | would submit to them and

Al ba would fade away. But it would still be Al ba, not sone evil thing,
and there would still be hope.™

The pack lord glanced up at Korkal, then gratefully accepted another
steam ng cup. He sipped and seenmed suddenly to relax. Hi s eyes
sparkl ed as he peered over the rim

"Does that answer your question, Lord Endicott? Do | surprise you?"

Jimfelt a vast and slow shifting as he nm xed and matched and arranged
what he'd just heard. After some tinme a sense of under standing
enmerged, and he exanmined it.

Ends might justify neans but only within limts, for means all too
easily m ght poison any end--and f the end was poi soned to begin with,
t he neans were poi soned, too. There was a difference between good and
evil, and one of the great quandaries of all thinking beings was to

di scern what that difference was, and act on it.

It meant that in the end each and all nust choose. Context still left
roomfor that, fromthe smallest to the highest. And the pack |lord had
drawn his own personal line: he would not destroy the soul of Alba in

order to save the body.

Jimhad felt the treachery of Hunzza firsthand, for he had been an
agent of it. He had been an agent by his own choice, for he had becone
a nercenary though his own decision

Per haps indivi dual Hunzza were not evil. But as a race they had
created, or allowed to be created, a |eadership whose ideals placed its
own ends far beyond the means used to achieve them For these Hunzza,
any horrible thing would be conceivabl e---even the spiritual suicide of
their own race

An end too hotly pursued by any neans necessary will irevitably destroy
the end itself. And that was an evil even greater



than war. No war was good, but some wars must be least to a point.

O herwi se, neither ends nor neans any significance, for brute force
woul d render all such questions noot. The nman bashed in the skull with
a club than his life. He lost his ability to choose. And in the end
fromthe choices a man nmade that the shape of his soul nmately

determ ned. This alone was the nmost frightening glorious thing that
intelligence had to offer.

Hith Mun Alter had his limts. Jimdecided that the Hunzza did not. In
the I ong reaches of history this would ally destroy them But in the
short termthey woul d everything around t hem

Tinme to choose. And as he realized that tinme had cone, he realized
somet hing el se: Thargos's bonb had al nost killed held the key to
defeating the Hunzza, it had nearly! destroyed, along with his ability
to choose anything at that key might be nore inportant than his own

exi stence. event, his responsibility now His choice.

He felt the skin on his forearns and neck grow cold. So He had been
i npertinent to the universe, and the utterly uncaring, had very nearly
wi ped hi mand his away.

And now he knew Hith Mun Alter understood what he had | earned: that any
weapon was deadly on both w el der was as vul nerable as the victim the
soul as fragile body.

Choice and context. |If intelligence and choice did not existed: haps
t he universe would have to create them

He felt himself trenbling on the edge of an epi phany he could only
sense it in the nost tenuous of ways. It him then fell away, and he
turned to the old gray Al bagen from him

"You do surprise me, Packlord. More than you may known will try to
hel p you," Jimsaid. "I don't knowif | can, but I"l



Ji m gave themthe word keys that unl ocked the codes. They had

al ready obtained the codes, recorded when his cyberneural interface had
been upgraded aboard the Queen, but they hadn't been able to decipher
them even with the massive power of their own computers. That didn't
surprise Jim Delta, with the greater power of the M ndslaver Arrays,
had been simlarly helpless with out the key Carl Endicott had gasped
out to Jimas he lay dying, choking on his own bl ood.

And even with the key, Jimwondered if they would be able to deci pher
the code. Delta had used the arrays to do it. Wuld Al ba's machines
be enough?

It turned out that they were. Barely.

Kor kal escorted himthrough a warren of brightly Iighted corridors.
Labs of every shape and size branched fromthe endl ess passageways, and
in each lab a flock of Al ban scientists |abored mghtily.

"It was a near thing," Korkal told him "Mking it work strained the
Strategic Machines to their limts. But they decoded it. Wat I'm
taking you to see is the first attenpt. W have some volunteers. It's
very small-scale, but if we are successful with it, they will expand it
very quickly. Time is growi ng short. Hunzza has brought in severa
nore fleets to strengthen the bl ockade, and we haven't been able to
nmust er anything effective fromour own scattered forces. Eventually we
will, but by then ..." Korkal shrugged and fell silent. Jimcouldn't
hel p but notice how strained and nmorose his friend had becone. The
situation must be worse than Korkal was letting on

They wal ked along a floor the color of rubies, but soft belly of a
kitten. The white walls sparkled. The air was clean, *

and snmelled as if nothing living had ever breathed it their right
appeared a long stretch of windows. It was dark

as they approached the glass, it suddenly cleared to scene beyond.

Ji m paused and wat ched. There was a nmakeshift [ ook to of the equiprent
he saw trailing cables, machines with els renoved to expose their

twi nkling, whirring guts,

chi p-cards pil ed haphazardly everywhere, and technicians raging through
everything with the kind of controlled that bordered on naked panic.
They | ooked Iike ants over their suddenly shattered hill.

T

The room was | arge but appeared snall because of the volune of stuff
packed into it, and because of the techs scurrying about, each one
intent on sone ble task.

Only the volunteers stood out. Everything else was a

i haste and dedicated fury, but the six Al bans seated in ca ted chairs
near the front of the room facing the had an air of stillness about
them They seened to be in,

a part of the activity which swirled around them

nervous statues, idols or gods being served by an acolytes. Jim



wat ched their eyes: they shifted mnutely novenents of the techs but
never | ooked at the directly--it was an awareness coupled with fear
He

[ * how voluntary the service of these volunteers actually was.
"Ch, they volunteered, all right," Korkal assured him
just scared spit less Wuldn't you be?" ':

"Yeah. | guess so." He had told the scientists everything. knew, and
nost of what he suspected. He had told them of Pleb Psychosis, and
admtted he had no i dea whether the his genotype addressed that

i ssue---that it was only his part. He even rem nded them he wasn't
entirely sure codes were what he thought they were.

So he had breathed an inward sigh of relief when phered the code and
told himit did contain the plans for a conmputer nade up of |inked
living mnds. The techs had mghtily inpressed; wthout giving himany
details, expressed their amazenent that anything so utterly new have
been created in a technol ogi cal backwater |ike Terra.
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Ji m had | earned enough about Al ban expressions, voice tones, and body
| anguage to pick up something el se: some of the scientists obviously
bel i eved the source of the discovery was not Terra at all. That
somehow trickery nust be involved, since the |Ievel of the technol ogy
was so obviously beyond human capability.

The were unable to explain how, if that was the case, such advanced
technol ogy had gotten into Jim s genetic code, and this plainly nmade
sone of themunconfortable. He noticed he'd not been consul ted nuch
after the first flurry of interest, and that suited him

True to his promse to the pack lord he'd told them everything he knew,
and he was glad to have that over and done with. Wen he'd finished,
he felt an amazing lightness of spirit, as if sonething dark and

snot hering had been lifted away fromhim The secret was out. It was
no |l onger his own private responsibility. Maybe, sonmeday, he woul d be
able to becone just plain JimEndicott again.

"\What happens now?." he asked Korkal. "Can we go in?" 'hey're going
to try it out soon. Just the six volunteers. W' Il stay out here. The
view s better anyway. Not that there should be anything to see. If it
works at all, maybe the techs will start, cheering. | don't know But
the volunteers will be behind inter force hel met shiel ds--new ones.
Evidently the techs did some nodifications, based on the stuff they got
fromyou. They say the cyberneural interface will be far beyond

anything. Delta used. He didn't have access to the interface
technol ogy we do."

"I see. So we just wait?"
"I't"ll happen soon. Look. Here conme the neck rings."
Ji m wat ched as technicians carefully fitted the rings that would

generate the inter force shields around the necks of the volunteers.
One of themflinched away slightly, then caught hinself and remained

unnaturally still as the ring settled onto his shoul ders.
Jimturned to Korkal. "What... ?"
Kor kal raised one hand. "There," he replied.

Ji m | ooked back. Now a silvery gl obe encl osed each volunteer's skull
The gl obes looked a little larger than normal. The room had Suddenly
gone still. Al the techs stood notionless, sone watchhng their

machi nes, the rest staring at the volunteers with Unblinking
intensity.

Jimfelt a surge of tension ratchet up his spine and | eaned



closer to the window, then jerked back as he bunped his the
transparent shield. "Quchl"

Kor kal chuckl ed softly and patted his shoulder. "Down, i he rmurnmured.
Then, abruptly, his fingers tightened so that Ji myel ped again.

"What --" Then he went silent for a |ong nonent before whinpering
softly, "Ch... ny God..."

Hith Mun Alter sat in his office and thought about means and ends.
Despite what he'd told JimEndicott killing the soul to save the body,
he wondered if he wouldi turned the boy over to the un tender nercies
of his

He | eaned back into the soothing confort of his sofa and Yes, he would
have. Al such equations nust be possible risk to the mnd of one
Terran boy was not great as conpared to the survival of the Al ban
Empire, to larger noral considerations. He would offer hinself up to
risk, if it came to it.

But he was gl ad he had not been forced to that many reasons. And now

that it all seemed to have been thing... He glanced up as a bell tone
sounded softly in the quiet. "They're here, Packlord." "Good. Send
themin."

He sat in silence, sipping at his ever-present steam ng sweet snell of
cinnamon filling his nose, until they were chairs across fromhim
"Lord Denai," he said. "Lord "Packlord?" "Yes?"

“I... uh, I"'mnot really sure whether it's allowed, but could you cal
me Jin? | don't really feel like a |ord anything.

The pack lord grinned inside. There were those courtiers who woul d
sl aughter their own packs unto



generation in order to receive a title directly fromhis lips, and
havi ng done so, engrave the standard on everything they owned, even
their underwear. And all this boy could ask was that he be all owed not

to use it. It heartened him Even in the direst of times he found joy
in such tiny noments. It renewed his faith that sonewhere the gods, if
there were such, still knew how to |augh

"I"'mthe pack lord Jim | can call you whatever | like."

" hank you, Packlord."

"And of course you rmay call ne Hth." He snothered another grin as he
saw Korkal's eyebrows twitch. The privilege of addressing the pack
lord informally was perhaps an even greater honor than the persona
bestowal of a title. But of course Jimwouldn't know that.

He savored his own hunor for a nonment, then sipped and turned to the
busi ness at hand.

"Lord Denai, do you have the | atest status on the volunteers?" "Yes,"
Korkal said sonberly. "The |ast one died about twenty m nutes ago.
They were able to ease his pain sonmewhat, but he never stopped

convul sing. In fact he kept on convulsing for five mnutes after
clinical death." Korkal shrugged. "Brain death of course occurred
much earlier, so | guess the pain didn't matter that nuch. | hope it
didn't."

Al three of themsat silently for a nmoment, thinking and renmenberi ng.
"Brave nen and woren," the pack lord said finally.

Kor kal nodded but didn't say anything. He |ooked even nore tired and
downcast than he had before. |In the past few weeks his nuzzl e had
turned al nost conpletely gray. The pack lord felt an instant of pity
but rejected it. Wth the survival of Al ba at stake he would burn

what ever fuel he could find, even those nost dear to him wth the sanme
rut hl essness he burned hinmself. Pity was a |luxury he would have to
postpone for later, nore peaceable tines. |If such tinmes ever cane

agai n.

"\What happened, Hith?" Jimsaid.

"Iney died. I'mstill getting conflicting data. The technicians are
di vi ded about the cause. But in the last few hours a consensus seens
to be energing."

"It was the Pleb Psychosis!" Jimblurted. "I was afraid of that!"
"Something like it--at |east as you described it. But don't blane
yourself, Jim It wasn't as if you caused it. Rather the Opposite
I'd say. | didn't give you much of a chance to say no."

"But | could have. \Whether you think so or not, | could Wthout the
key you woul d never have broken the code!"

"Jim The key was in your mind. W could have gotten it. you realize
that now?."

Jimstared at him H's nmouth dropped slowy open. "I : never
t hought.. "

"It doesn't matter. What's done is done. Even those



I think, would agree you bear no responsibility for what pened. Anyway,
it's behind us now \Wat | called you here to talk about the next
step.”

"The next step, Packlord?" Korkal said.

"As | said, a consensus seens to be energing. It isn't it may never be
Final. But I'mgoing to act on it anyway. |f any kind of chance,

have to take it. And, unfortunately, to ask you to take it right along
with nme." H's jaws parted wolfish grin. "Order you to take it,

actually, Lord Denai."
"l don't understand, Packiord," Korkal said.

"No, of course not. The consensus is this. Jim you are right and
wrong about what you call the Pleb Psychosis. Qur dentists have never
seen an actual case, so what they nostly conjecture. But evidently
what killed those volunteers not exactly the Pleb Psychosis as you
understand it. That to involve sudden overl oads placed on individua
the arrays, sending the mnds involved into nmadness. But people

beli eve that problemis addressed by the codes we you. So what killed
the volunteers was sonething different. nind arrays are really nothing
nore than conputer that instruct the hardware how to handl e the

i nkages. You put the entire thing on a couple of large chips, able

t hough such chips would be. But those prograns designed to handle
human m nd |inkages, and as far as we tell, they can't be nodified to
handl e the differences into Al ban brains. ©h, we have the theory--we
can even see it was applied, at least as far as humans go. But |I'm
told no chance at all we can nodify those progranms to handle brains in
the tine we need. Sone of ny techs think it may inpossible, and we
will have to develop a different achieve the same end. | don't know.
I"mnot a scientist."”

Jims eyes had narrowed as the pack lord spoke. Now he his head. "So
what you're saying is the prograns won't Al bans, but they will work on
Terrans?"



"Yes, that's right." He sipped. H s eyes twinkled. He |ooked very
tdridly, like some kind of wolfish grandfather figure. But Jimknew
better. He had no urge to pet the pack l|ord

"Do you see the inplications, JinP" the pack |lord said.

Jimclosed his eyes and sifted through possibilities and probabilities
i ke endl ess decks of cards, until suddenly a single hand was dealt
onto his nental table. "Ch," he said softly. "Oh yes." "Wat do you
see?"

"A situation. A logical situation, and maybe a very nasty one, too.
Fromny point of view, at least.” Jimstared at the pack lord "You see
it too, don't you?"

"I had a bit nmore help, but yes, | see it. M scientists tell ne the
advance Terra made was astounding. It was a real breakthrough. Those
m nd arrays are indeed the nmost powerful information processing systens
we know of. Coupled with our own interface technol ogies, they have the
potential of being even nore powerful than they already are. But it.
they only work with humans, then that nakes Terra--and Wl f bane,
suppose--"

"The biggest prize in the galaxy." Jimshook his head. "It was bad
enough when it was just me everybody wanted. Now it will be entire
worl ds. Everybody human a potential prize to be enslaved to the nind
arrays. M God, if Hunzza found out..."

"Indeed,"” the pack lord said. "They'd have to have the prograns, and
they don't. So we have that advantage. But nothing stays secret
forever. Hunzza's espionage net is wide and deep. They've pl anned
this conflict for years. 1'd be a fool to suppose that sone how, sone
way, they won't get their hands on this. So | have to nove first."

Kor kal was noddi ng agreenent, but Jim broke in before Korkal could say
anything. "Hth, was it all bullcrap what you told ne before? Wuld
you enslave Terra just to get the mnd arrays? Could you do that

wi t hout, how did you put it, losing Al ba' s soul ?"

"What is bullcrap?”
"Why; it's.." uh... well ..." A hot flush rose in Jims cheeks. He

shot an enbarrassed gl ance at Korkal, who refused to nmeet his gaze. But
Jimnoticed that for the first tine Hth refused ' to neet his eyes

ei ther.

"Never mind," the pack lord said. "I can guess fromthe context." He
paused, then exhaled softly. "Jim | don't believe the question wll
conme up. | hope it won't. | believe it is in Terra's best interest to
offer us help. | believe it so strongly | amwlling to the matter

personally with Serena Half Mon."

Now Kor kal did speak. "But Packlord. The shields bl ockade have cut
of f comunications with Terra. O so told. How can you negotiate with
her ?"

"You were inforned accurately, Lord Denai. And so |l will to go to her
And you two will have to take ne. Right

Hunzzan bl ockade. "



Late that evening Jimled Tick into a brightly lighted rant in the
bowel s of the Defense Mnistry. The entire was now seal ed off, but the
crew of the Queen was no sequestered. Jimand Tick shared a
confortabl e the upper reaches of one of the towers, with a view vast
crystal gulch of the Geat Hall.

"What's with all this hush-hush stuff, Jin? 1've heard kind of runor
today. We're going back to the ship, we're here forever, the Hunzza
are about to break through, It's crazy. And you were gone all day with
not a single your best buddy."

Jimled themto a table near the back of the large room the diners
were Al ban, but there was a sprinkling of other A stick-thin Pleenarch
with bright purple gills sat on a stage and gently played a
many-stringed instrument that |ike an antique bicycle. The result
sounded like a tontat fight with a set of bagpi pes. As soon as they
were tabletop lighted up, and a voice said, "Vox or |ux?"

"Lux," Tick replied, and hol ographic nmenus nme red in the air before
them "Hnmm .. have you ever sweet and sour gleech wi th hunbub
sticks?"

Jimstared at the menu and shook his head. "You go order."

Tick did so. The nmenus vani shed, and he | eaned forward sQ0



expression intent. "So what's going on? | heard you had a neeting
with the pack |ord

"Yeah, | did. It's what | want to talk to you about."
"So tal k."

Jimtold himwhat he'd learned. By the tinme Jimfinished Tick was
nearly bouncing on his chair in excitenent.

"We're going to run the bl ockade with the pack |ord

"W're going to try, | guess."

Ti ck rubbed his hands together. "We'Ill be the biggest heroes in the

gal axy. We'll be permanent fztures on the Wde Wb We'll be able to
get any girls we want--"

"O we could be dead."

"Ch, no we won't. Not with you doing the piloting. You're the best

pilot 1've ever seen. And the Queen is a good ship." Tick paused.

"Uh, you are going to be the pilot aren't you?"

"Yes. | guess so. And Korkal will captain, and | asked if you could
be the lead junior."

"What? Only the lead junior?"

The two best pilots on Al bagens will be backing me up. | didn't want
to be the chief, but they tested ne and said | had the highest pattern-
and probability-recognition scores ever recorded." "l was just

kidding. I wouldn't want the responsibility.” "And anyway, we won't be
taki ng the Queen." "Huh?"

""There's an experinmental ship in near orbit. It was being built for
Kor kal ' s agency. Supposed to be the best conbination of speed, power,
and defense they've ever designed. A lot of it's still experinental

they told me. And they're installing a bunch of new stuff to take
advant age of ny so-called skills.™

The tabl e suddenly chined; the top of it quivered, vanished,

and food rose up, hot and steaming. "Mm Looks good," Tick said. "I
wish | was a little hungrier."

"Why?. Cot hibble birds in your tumy, Jin? You'll be okay." Jim

pi cked up an eating utensil that |ooked |ike a cross between a fork and
a spoon. He cut off a piece of bright orange nmeat dripping with a
thick green sauce, lifted it to his lips, and tasted. "Hey, this isn't
bad. "

"Fold you," Tick said, already chew ng vigorously.

Jimate as nuch as he could, which wasn't much, then waited silently
whil e Tick nethodically cleaned every square inch of his
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pl ate. Wen Tick was done he | eaned back, rubbed his belly, and
bel ched happily.

"There's one other thing," dimsaid.

"Yeah?"
"Well, you remenber | spilled ny guts to you after
gi ve the codes to the pack lord

Tick's expression i mediately turned serious. In the of their
quarters, he had held Jimand listened to himheld described how he'd
killed Carl Endicott, the man.] thought was his father

"I remenber.” "' "Well, you know how the only thing | ever wanted was
to the Solis Acadenmy on Terra, graduate, and soneday Terran starship
capt ai n?"

Tick pawed at his face and nodded slowy. "You've your mnd about
that, though, right? | mean you re Al ban and now you're gonna be the
pack lord personal pilot. You probably captain alnost any ship in the
whol e Al ban Navy wanted to."

"But | want to go hone, Tick.j | want nmy own life back. want to be an
exile forever."

In the background the nmad-cat bagpi pe wafts crescendo. Sone of the
di ners appl auded. A new began

"Anyway, after Korkal and | and the packiord had our Hith sent Korkal
away. He said he wanted to talk to ne

"Hith? You call the pack lord Hth?" . "Sure. He said | could. He
calls me Jim" Tick's eyes bulged. "I can't wait for when you neet ny
You can tell her all about your good buddy Hith, the the Al ban Enpire."
He shook his head. "And I'll talk good buddy who happens to be you,
and ny whole fanmly stand in line to kiss ny butt."

"I'"d pay good noney to see that," Jim said.

"Well, it's a very handsone butt," Tick replied he sobered. "Anyway,
you were trying to tell me something?."

Jimclosed his eyes, trying to renenber the scene. The lord had risen
fromhis sofa, cone to Jim and draped one arm around his shoul der

"I received a very strange message this norning," he "Terra has been
out of contact with us since the beginning



bl ockade. And when this nmessage appeared in ny nost private and
protected nmail box, | asked howit had gotten there. People who should
know assured ne there had been no penetration of the bl ockade at all.
Yet the message contained all the proper identification codes,
i ncluding two known only to me and Serena Hal f Moon.™"

Jims voice trailed off. He opened his eyes.

"Well?" Tick said. "Don't |eave ne hanging. What did the nmessage
say?."

The nessage was for nme. Serena Half Mwon says if | cone back to Terra,
she will waive all entrance requirenents, and | can attend the Solis
Acadeny inmediately."



ALB ACGENS HOVE SYSTEM
IN ALB AGENS CLOSE ORBI T ABCARN
ANY ALB AGENS PRI DE

Ji m never saw the ship fromthe outside because he nerely stepped onto
one trans matter disk in the Inperial Defense Mnistry and stepped off
anot her one onto the Conmand Bridge Deck of the Al bagens Pride.
Neverthel ess by the tine he did this he'd seen a thousand views of the
great vessel. As he wal ked briskly across the vast space of the
Conmand Deck, he saw a picture of the ship in his mnd

Korkal 's vessel had resenbled a giant nolecule, a globular cluster of
smal ler circles. The Pride was nore |ike five nol ecules Iinked
together into a pentagon with one cluster at each corner. He was in
the Bridge Custer. d ancing up through the transparent donme of
Command Deck he saw, hangi ng di sconcertingly close, the | oomnm ng shape
of Drive Custer, which held the inmensely powerful engines and the
engi neers who served them Drive Cluster was gol den; Bridge C uster
was a cobalt blue; Defense Cluster, which contained both offensive and
defensive forces usually reserved only for planetary enpl acement, was
red; Troops Cluster glittered like a silver Spoon; and Passenger
Cluster, where the pack lord and his court nmade their quarters, was a
ripe purple grape. A gigantic necklace of glowing jewels, the Pr/de
was the biggest, fastest, shiftiest, nost deadly ship ever to carry the
colors of the Al ban hopes of the Al ban Enpire.

He wore a new uniformtailored to his Terran frame. white with red

pi pi ng down the sides of the trousers and the cuffs of the tunic. He
felt very spiffy when he saw his reflection in the highly polished

fl anks of the nmachines he Alban military uniforns were a good bit
flashier than the fell ow nercenaries had worn. But, oddly, what should
have himfeel older had the opposite effect. Wen he'd held corpse in
his arms he'd felt a hundred years old. But candy-striped getup he
felt almost like a kid again, a kid a grown-up's costune.

The nere's working uni forns had been drab on grunt had no desire to
call attention to hinself. And blood show as brightly on the dul
fabric. Blood would stand out new whites very well--but if the eneny
got cl ose enough to himbleed, he'd already be dead. He shoved that

t hought away as he approached the core of Conmand saw a familiar figure
rising fromthe captain's chair hand raised in greeting. Jimmarched
up to Korkal and off a rigid salute.

"Chief Pilot Endicott reporting for duty," he said. Solemly, Korka
returned an even nore rigid salute. broke into a wide grin. "Wl cone
aboard, Conmander Your new honme is right over here." And with a slight
bow gestured toward a U shaped ring enclosing a conplicated of steel

gl ass, and what appeared to be about a thousand

Jimclanbered up onto the dais that elevated his chair the main floor

| evel and sat down. Immediately the softly and enfolded him He

| ooked around. From here he clear view out and across the entire
Conmmand Deck. captain's chair was higher than his. As he | ooked
about, in his new position, he heard a nuffled sound slowy |ouder. It
took hima nonment to realize what it was; noticed that everybody on the
deck was facing him him And their hands were poundi ng toget her



faster

Appl auding him H's cheeks suddenly burned with nentHe raised his

ri ght hand and waved weakly, could i mediately vanish. Even Korkal was
appl auding, white grin splitting his nuzzle.

"Please.. " Jimnmunbled, and was startled to hear his



anplified in a tenor runble across the entire deck. The appl ause
grew | ouder.

"Speech! "™ sonebody shout ed.

"No, |I..." He shook his head, conpletely flabbergasted. suddenly he
realized how nmany were out there, all clapping away, some now begi nni ng
to echo the call for a speech. There nust be hundreds of them  And

t housands nore throughout this great vessel, every one of them
depending on him on his skill and talent, to get themthrough the

bl ockade safely. Al those lives now resting on his own shoul ders.
Suddenly the weight felt crushing.

He | eaned forward, shaking his head. The chair sighed and rel eased
him He stood up, his knees suddenly as feeble as his self-confidence.
“I'"1l... thank you. Thank you."

They cheered |l ouder now Hs face felt on fire. "I'msorry. | can't
think of anything to say. [I'Il... we'll all do our best. W'Ill get
t hrough this together..."

Still shaking his head, he sat back down, wi shing that the chair would
enfold himconmpletely. "Somehow. .." he whispered, then caught hinseK
in horror as he realized what he'd said. But Korkal had shut down the
anplifiers and this, at |east, remained his own private thought.

Kor kal mounted the platformand came over to him "Sorry about that,
Jim But they needed to see you. So nuch depends on you, and they
shoul d at least get a look at the pilot who will be responsible for al

their lives."

"Ch, thanks, Korkal. It's nice you aren't putting any pressure on
ne."

Kor kal shrugged. "I didn't put it there, Jim |It's just where it
ended up."

"I wish |l could believe I'll neasure up to it."

"Ch, you will. Look at me. Look inside yourself and |look at nme. You

know you can handle it, don't you?"

Ji mt hought about his initial horror when they' d given himhis test
results and told himhe was the best qualified for the job. He hadn't
wanted it.

But in the end he'd accepted it. He didn't understand the power he
had, where or how he'd been gifted with the ability to recognize and
act on the patterns of probability faster than any body el se, but he'd
felt it inside hinmself. It was true. He could do it

"Yeah. | guess | can."



Korkal grinned again. Well, then, Chief Pilot. |

lock in and get started.” His grin slowy vanished. "ETD hours."
"I'"ll be ready," Jimreplied. "God help me, 1'll be ready."
SOL SYSTEM

Al t hough nearly a billion humans |ived and pl ayed on Luna, there were
vast stretches that still had never known any living presence. The
habi tats were underground on the bright side facing nostly because the
humans who lived there still valued of the nother world in their night
sky. The dark side while al so popul ated, was much nore sparsely so,
and there that Thargos the Hunter brought his shadow ship to

It had been a tricky maneuver. Hi s ship had never designed to rest in
a planetary gravity well or

Luna had neither, and his pilots were i mensely skilled. chain of
conpartnents that made up his vessel sprawl ed |ike a discarded,

hal f - opened bracelet, deep in the small crater ringwall. Thargos was
sati sfied he would not covered accidentally, and the ease w th which
he'd Sol System past the guardi ng Al ban squadrons had hi m he need not
fear themas long as he kept his head for the capabilities of the
Terrans, they were not a factor. had nothing with which to detect
shadow shi p technol ogy.

He had come to Luna not entirely certain what his would be. So far, he
had been defeated by the Terran Korkal Enmut Denai, by the power of Al ba
itself. H s first had been to reexanine the clunps of debris from

t he



"the Delta Satellite, but he'd quickly discarded that idea when

di scovered Al ban vessels prowing in those orbits. Aided by he'd been
able to evade themeasily, but every nonent exposed hinmself to their
nodern technol ogy i ncreased his chances of being di scovered.

No, this was better. His instincts told himhe was in the right at the
right time, and he trusted his instincts. But he thought mght like to
be alittle closer to the center of things. He had | anding craft
designed to survive al nost any alien environnent; Terran seawater woul d
be only a different kind of atmobsphere. He'd been nonitoring Terran
broadcasts since his arrival, and decided the real action would focus
on the Terran governnent, what they called the Confederation. And it
was so convenient of themto place the seat of that government on a
great floating platformtethered to the shore of one of their mgjor
continents. Right at the base of one of those curious structures they
cal l ed Skysnakes. He savored the unfanmiliar nanes: North America,

Paci fic Ocean, San Franci sco. But whatever nanes they used, he called
it an ideal hiding place for his |lander, hinself, and the remaining
Terran nuke carefully stowed in his weapons | ocker

ALBA6 ENS HOMVE SYSTEM
N ALBAEi ENS CLOSE ORBI T ABOARD ANY ALBAGEN PRI DE
' apt ai nP

Denai peered into one of his screens, where the face of his chief pilot
gazed calmy back at him Screens on either side of this one held the
features of the two other pilots, both Al ban

both al so calm Korkal wondered how Jimwas feeling right now,

but he wouldn't enbarrass the boy by asking. He had no worries about
the other two: they were both veterans whose conbi ned experi ence was
about twenty tines Jinmis entire life span

And how about hinself?. How did he feel about tru to the skills of a
Terrie boy whose battle experience exactly two engagement s?

Still, what engagenents they had been! Jim had taken just evaded but
fought, thirty Hunzzan ships of the destroyed themall. He knew of no
simlar exploit in history of the Al ban Navy, and he had a good grasp
of tory. Then, for dessert, he'd blasted his way through the planetary

bl ockade in galactic mlitary history, killing eneny ships in the
process. There was no doubt about was something very special about Jim
Endicott. Still, thing special was nore than a little scary. It

seemed but Jim had done it.
Jimhad done a Iot of things that were inpossible.

any nore like himon Terra? |If so, that was also a frightening

t hought. That kind of racial ability only cropped up mllennia, and
when it did He dropped the thought. Such a thing was were no recorded
occurrences on such a primtive even worth considering. Still, it took
a noment or two uneasiness to subside.

He was hal f-aware of the sound of alarns ringing and throughout his
ship. Along the bottom of his awareness, the inter force hel net that
now covered his skull, he nyriad routines for ship [aunch as they noved
forward. Cduster was now a throbbing hive of activity, as the huge



tubes were depl oyed for inner-system maneuver. They use the subspace
drives so close in to the sun, for fear to the sun's natural fusion
processes. The plan now was to, as nmuch speed as possi bl e before
diving into subspace reaching the inner linits of the Hunzzan bl ockade.

Subspace was certainly no guarantee of safety. The ships could and
would follow Death could occur as easily shifting webs of subspace as
in the nore predictable real space

After that it would be up to Jim.
"Chief Pilot, begin |aunch procedures on ny mark. check, please."

Ji m nodded. "AIl systens code green, sir.

"Mark, " Korkal said.



Al t hough the captain of any starship was technically in control of

it, no human could actually "control" the incredible mass of power,
weapons, and information-processing ma ching cry that allowed the ship
to nove and think and fight. Not even the pilot really did this. The
pilot only reacted to the data first created, projected, and anal yzed
by the conputers and sensors that did the real work a thousand mllion
times faster than living flesh could hope to manage. Jims role was
like that of an artist painting a picture; he nmight have a hundred

di fferent shades of blue offered up to him but he woul d deci de which
shade was the one for the particular picture he wanted to paint. And,
like the artist, he might have no idea at all why he chose cerul ean
over azure, except that it |ooked right to him

Now, his head encased in a bulging silver globe, his wiry body tense in
the cushioned grip of his chair, he allowed hinmself to sink into the
strange world that was his and his al one.

ALB AGENS HOME SYSTEM

AsoAnn HNV I N NEAn COME; n

Admiral Heliarchon stared through the fiery mst of his Fleet Battle

Control Center at the ranks of officers and nen who hel ped hi mconn the
1225 shi ps that nade up One Hundred



Si xteenth Sector Fleet, one of three enforcing the
Al ban Home System

The grand adnmiral was on the flagship of Two Thou: Fleet and well out
of Admral Heliarchon's thoughts, for was grateful. He'd once been on
the old lizard's staff; it been the nbst successful or enjoyable tour
of duty in his Neverthel ess, he'd survived, and now he comanded a own,
a battle fleet engaged in the investment of their eneny's honme system
and his future was assured.

So far the strategic planning done by the Command had been superb. From
the very first Sleen to the Iightning attack on Al ba itself, things had

cisely as predicted. In units the A ban Navy far units of the Hunzzan
Navy; but Hunzza had the knowi ng where it would strike. A ba had
somehow to hundred thousand planets. It would take time--far time--to

gat her enough of the scattered units together theminto a force capable
of breaking the bl ockade. though Al ba m ght not yet knowit, her tine
had run out.

H's only regret was that the dammed Roni an had sonehow sl i pped through
his own quadrant and safety of the Al ban inner system carrying its
cargo of shields. Wthout those shields, Heliarchon knew that he ships
woul d now be floating gently about Alba itself troops took the pack
lord into custody--after obtaining his picture on the surrender
docunents, of course.

He sighed. He'd been asleep when the Rom an had occurred, and by the
time he got to the bridge it was H s comm people were nonitoring
everything that Al ba, including the secret transm ssions of some who
had al ready passed through their lines wthout so by-your-I|eave.
Whoever that one was, he possessed codes erful Heliarchon al nost broke
into a sweat thinking about But that one was gone now, and he'd even
done the favor by telling himjust who had piloted the Romi an fully

t hrough his lines.

A Terran boy. Heliarchon had been forced to turn researchers to

di scover anything about this Terra, were done he knew little nore than
when he'd known Sone kind of backspace garbage heap bat-ely out of the
Age. It certainly didn't sound like the kind of place to



who destroyed six of Hunzza's best cruisers as if swatting birds, but
t he unknown agent swore it was true.

Not that it mattered. The super pilot was trapped inside the bl ockade
now, and the admiral had no intention of letting anything or anybody
out. And with the arrival of his nbst recent reinforcements he knew he
had the forces to nake sure his determ nation was carried out.

So when the al arnms began bl aring he thought it was sonme kind of system
failure, and only when the reports began to cascade into his skull did
he realize it was for real

Thirty, fifty, a hundred contacts all along the inner surface of
engl obing perinmeter! And simlar reports comng in now fromthe other
two fleets.

Br eakout !

Sonet hi ng unbel i evably nassive naterialized precisely in the center of
his own formation. After that, things got hectic.

ALB ACGENS HOVE SYSTEM
ABOARD ANY ALB AGENS PRI DF I N EXTRA SCLAR ARC

Jimfelt his body as a distant itch. He had studied "ghost" linbs; in
| ess advanced tines those who for one reason or another lost a linb
sonmetines still received sensations fromit, because though the linb
was gone, the brain still remenbered it. He inagined it nust have been
somet hing like this---except he Was separated from his whole body. So
that he could devote all of his brain to the job at hand, powerful

machi nes had taken over this autonon c nervous functions; they

nmoni tored his physical processes, breathed for him kept his heart
punpi ng steadily, ad triggered whatever chenicals, protein cascades, or
hor mone seened called for in any concei vabl e circunstance.



And still he itched. It was the itch of the body that be entirely
forgotten, never be entirely left behind, entirely separated fromthe
m nd. He sank into suddenly bubbled with light. Then, in fractured

and waves, the inplacable logics of infinite probability and bore him
away.



TERRA:
CONFEDERATI ON HEADQUARTERS, SAN FRANCI SCO OFFSHORE
OFFI CE OF THE CHAI RVAN

know what it is," Serena Half Moon said, irritation plain in her dark
eyes and tight line of her jaw. "Every feed |I've gotten in the | ast
twenty-four hours has been about this so-called nystery ship, Carl."

Carlton Fredericks was not his usual urbane, inpeccable, top

| evel -bureaucrat self. His perfectly tailored jacket was a wi nkl ed
wad on a chair, his collar was open, and his gray hair much rum pied by
finger tracks. He had a grizzled stubble of whiskers on his bony chin,
and his eyes | ooked red-rinmed and sore. 1t had been forty hours since
he'd seen his bed, and he was feeling it.

"Well," Fredericks said, "you and | both know there isn't any nystery
about it. So does the Naval H gh Command, which has been in a frenzy
since it appeared. G and Admiral Havlicek is demanding to be all owed
to deploy a bl ocking force.™

"Tell the admral to stuff it."

They grinned, at each other. The grand admral was near the top of
both of their crap lists. "I will informthe adnmiral that the matter
i s under advisenent at the highest level," Frederick said. "He'll
depl oy his stooges in the Assenbly, though. Raise a big ruckus there.
And Lord knows he'll have help."

"I'f he | eaks anything about this, | will personally throw himin the



a secret. The News Wb people are going nuts." "Let them Do you
know who's on board that ship?"

Frederi cks shook his head. "lI'hat's been in your ultra sages, hasn't
it?"

.
"Yes. It's the pack lord the head of the Al ban Pra'Loch

brought Jim Endi cott and Korkal Emut Denai wi th whol e dammed nerry
crew "

Her aide's jaw slowy dropped. 'he pacldord? Wat the he doing here?
| thought he had a war to fight."

She rubbed her forehead hard. "Evidently, he thinks he'll fight it
here. Wth me." She paused, thoughtful. "Sonehow he knew or had a
very strong suspicion that Tabitha Endicott,

not her, survived that nuke attack. He pressed nme, and

admtted it. | hate admtting anything to him but | needed hi mopen a
little. He wants to neet with me, her

"Huh? Wen?"

"Soon as they make orbit. Call it ten hours from now. "
!

|'he pack lord Here? 1In ten hours?"

"In this very office. Wy?. Wre you planning on between now and
then?" She smiled grimy. "Forget it.

your eyes in the next three days, you'll be doing better
And that's not going to happen.”

NEAR TERRA ORBI T:

ABQARD ANY AL BABES PRI nE

"Way won't you let me tell Jimthat his

Kor kal asked.



The pacl dord, |ooking nore rel axed than he had in days,

a pot of the cinnanon tea to Korkal, who shook his head. pack |ord
poured hinself a fresh cup and settled deeper into his chair.

"Because, ny dear Lord Denai, | amplotting. It is what | ampaid to
do. And | do it very well. | amabout to try to convince sone very

st ubborn people to do precisely what | want themto do. One of those
st ubborn people is Lord Endicott. The nore off balance | can keep both
hi m and Serena Hal f Moon, the happier I will be. A nice enotiona
reuni on scene in the chairman's office will go a | ong way toward
keepi ng t hings obscured while | flap ny jaws off, nmy wonders to
perform" He grinned faintly.

"I still don't like it. W--you---owe Jim"

"OfF course | do. But no real harmis done. He just gets a happy
surprise. Were is he now?."

"He's off duty, so | suppose he's in his quarters.”

"What about that Tickeree fellow?. The lowrent royal ?"

"He's in the pilot's chair. No detectable danger right now, so the
junior pilots take the helm It's good training. He's being

noni tored, of course."

H th nodded. "lIs everything ready for the neeting?."

The Confed chairman has arranged to neet in her private office. You
want to go incognito, | presune?"

"Yes. 1'Il just be a mid-level diplomat, paying ny respects to the
chairman and returning her |ost boy to her."

"I hope this works," Korkal said.

"Why woul dn't Serena Half Moon agree? In the end, this is all in her
best interest."

"She'll see it right away, Packlord. Al Terra up for grabs, the

bi ggest prize in the galaxy. |f Hunzza knew about it, they'd end the
bl ockade around Al ba i medi ately. And put every one of those ships to
burning a hole in space right toward here."

"So it's also in her interest that Hunzza doesn't know. O anybody
el se, at least until we've agreed on how to handle it. She doesn't
really have very many options, you know. "

Korkal |owered his eyebrows and scow ed. "I've net her face-to face
Packl ord. If | were you, | wouldn't underestinmate her."

"I won't."



Jim had never actually seen the Confed Island with his eyes. It was
a huge man-made affair, half a hundred and high, fifteen mles on a
side, floating off the California coast near the base of the North
American He'd heard about it all his life, but now, approaching it air,
he found hinmsel f uninpressed. They were coning in dusk crept fromthe
east across the sparkling expanse Francisco, which was itself only the
bri ghtest of the burning that encrusted the Bay Area |ike a pave of
mel ting

He stood with Korkal near the front of the observation the [ander. At
t he back, surrounded by courtiers, the nestled in a chair, sipping his
tea. Overhead the sky was a bl ue-bl ack, powdered with stars and

bi sected by the vertical whip of the Skysnake.

"I came down one of those things one tine.." and up again," Jimsaid

softly, nodding toward the Snake.
Kor kal seenmed to sense his nood and didn't say

Jimwatched the floating Confed platformgrow larger. tine it would
have i nmpressed hi m beyond words. Now he seen the Great Hall of the
Pra' Loch. He had seen the power and glory of the heart of a rea
enpire, besides mightiest works of Terra were little nore than childish
The | ander he was riding this very nmonent was |arger |argest cruisers
of the Confed fleet--and it was only a el evator

He stared as they drifted |lower, his thoughts drifting nearly
i nperceptible nmotion of the lander. Whoever was was good. Then he
remenbered. Tick had the honor

Poor little Terra, glittering in her pride. Terra home--Wlfbane, an
even nmore insignificant always be home to him The snell of its
forests, the clash pinball moons. But here was the home of his race,
and here where his own destiny had first been determ ned. Here the
nmystery of his real parents |ay hidden



He allowed hinself to think about Serena Half Mwon's offer. A free
pass to the Solis Acadeny. Everything that had first driven him now
his for the taking.

He had, without knowing it, sacrificed not only his father, but the
exi stence of any father, on the altar of his anbition to attend the
Acadeny. \When he'd first been told about Serena's offer, he'd felt a
great lilting yelp of joy. For a nonent it seened that everything was
wi ndi ng down, and he would be free.

But the joy had faded as he understood the bargain. Before any thing
el se, he had savored the struggle to achieve his dreans. Al the years
of training and study preparing for even nore grueling years at the
Acadeny. Then the long slowrise to his own ship. H s life marked out
before himin well-planned paths of achievenent. Yet now he'd pil oted
vessel s which made the best Terra had to offer |ook |ike cheap gane
prizes. Terra didn't even have anything that coul d take advant age of
his probability-cognition abilities.

So was he now too good for Terra? He |eaned his forehead agai nst the
cool transparency of the dome and closed his eyes. No, he wasn't too
good. If anything, Terra's backwardness wenched at his heart nore
strongly. He yearned to help her, to bring humanity to the forefront
of the galaxy. That would be an even greater chall enge than the one
he'd once thought the highest.

The price he'd paid! And the price others had paid as he sought that
first goal. In his nmind he saw the great white ships of Earth, saw

t hem even greater than before, their graceful w nged shapes drifting

i ke dreans throughout the galaxy. Saw hinself at the hel mof one of
them just as a nearly forgotten captain had ridden another helminto
final destruction over Wol f bane. That brave man had died along with
all his crew

Sacrifice. The gane could not be worth any |less than the sacrifice
made to play it. Humanity was his hone, the shaper of his dreans, the
hall of his future. Could he be worthy of it w thout being true to
hinmsel f?. He turned to Korkal

"You know that offer the Confed chai rman made? About ne and the Solis
Acadeny?. A free pass?”

" Mm hnm "

"I"'mgoing to turn it down."

"I thought you would."

Jimstared at him "You did?"

"he gift may be wonderful, but in the end it's still a gift."

"Too many people died because | tried to do it the hard way.

SHATNER

And nowit's like if | take the easy way, they all died for not that
simple, Jim You're too hard on yourself tines. But | don't think

your future is with us. It's with people, and you'll have to achieve
that in your own way. | wave ny hand and give you things far beyond



could, and what | can do the pack lord could do a thousand greater
But I wouldn't unless you asked ne. And | don't you'll ask."™ ' "No.
I guess | won't."

Korkal patted his shoulder. "W should get ready. The is in |less than
an hour."

"I want to watch sonme nore. It's clunky and crappy and primative, but
it's mne. M world, my people. M dream™ .... "You're a wse
child, Jim"

"I"'mjust a kid, Korkal. Someday naybe 1'l|l be w se."

"Yes. Someday maybe you will."
TERRA:
OFFI CE OF THE CONFED CHAlI RVAN

Korkal and Tick, the three of themlost in the pack |ord The office
seened small. Then he realized the pack lord was also small. Was that
a mark of the truly powerful secure enough in their own power not to
need the

The room seened full of mlling people. He listened to formalities as
Serena Half Mbon and Hith Mun Alter said supposed were all the proper
things. Yet intermingled with obligatory politeness was a fog of
tension, and the faces of the | eaders | ooked masklike to him



Then the pack lord turned and gestured toward him "Jim cone
here.”

He stepped forward, feeling a curious reluctance. He Was about to tel
the | eader of his people he could not accept her gift. |If not now,
then soon. The know edge made himfeel unconfortable, as if he was
about to commit sone grievous breach of nanners.

"So you're the boy who caused all the trouble," Serena Half Mon said
as she cane up to himand extended her hand. "Welconme hone, Jim
Endi cott."

Her grip was long-fingered and dry and strong. The bl aded bones of her
face spoke to himof iron will and hidden sadness. Her dark eyes
snagged at himlike hooks.

"Fhank you, Chairnman,"
say.

he said. He couldn't think of anything else to

She dropped his hand, stepped back, and stared at him "Very shortly

the pack lord and I, because we are both old politicians, will sit dow
and convi nce ourselves we're bargaining for the fate of the gal axy.
Maybe we are. And you will no doubt play a role. But before we do

that, there's sonebody here who wants to see yQU."

She nodded toward Carlton Fredericks, who stepped behind a drape and
opened a door. A small blond figure flew across the room and w apped
hersel f about him

"Ch, Mrn," he said. "Ch, thank God, Morn."

So it was not the land of Terra beneath his feet, nor the sight of his
own race around him but instead the familiar snmell of her hair, the
taste of her tear-danp cheek, and the dogged ferocity of her enbrace
that told JimEndicott he had, against all odds, finally come hone
agai n.

The bottom ess well of Tabitha Endicott's unconditional |ove.

| had intended to distract you with the nore enotional aspects of the
reuni on between the boy and his nother."

Serena Hal f Mon said, "Wich is why | had the office pack lord In the
end this is between the two of us. |

speaker for humanity, not Jim Endicott."

"You surprise nme."

"Why? What we do differs only in degree, not in kind.

t he sane kind of decisions you do. The difference between twenty
billion of Terra and Wl fbane, and the three thousand tines that of the
Al ban Enmpire is not really sible to living mi nds. Above a certain
level, all the all the probl ens--becone indistinguishable.

"I hadn't considered that. But you may be right. Very well,! of your

anci ent di pl omats once remarked that great nations have norals, they
only have interests."



"I would dispute that as an overarching truth, but if you to | aunch
your proposals fromthat platform I'mwlling you out."

"So kind of you, Chairman. M deepest thanks."

She grinned at him It made her | ook years younger, alnost chievous.
"Which really means, | suppose, that you will noment accept the
incredible effrontery of the | eader of a small nmud hole in a very wide
road who condescends to her grin vanished. "I have something you need
badly, That rmakes Terra a somewhat |arger and nore significant hole
than you are accustoned to. |'mnot condescending to am affirmng
Terra's significance."

"Well. Bluntly spoken. So | will be likewi se. You say you what |
want. But do you really have it? What if you can't What if | just
take what | want? What is your significance

She smled. "I have beconme sonmewhat nore aware of politics of late,
Packl ord. Could you sinply take what you Hunzza chose to intervene?"

"I told you once you were playing a very dangerous gane.

"So? They are all dangerous, these ganes we play. But we them anyway,
don't we?"

He bowed slightly, and they continued.



Jimwent to a door of the small but confortabl e anteroom where he and
his nmother waited, opened it, |ooked out, saw who he was | ooking for
and waved himin.

"Mom this is Tick. M best friend."

Tick glowed visibly at the description, approached the sofa where Tab
was sitting, bowed deeply, then extended his hand. "M very great

pl easure, Ms. Endicott. Your clod of a son chose not to nention it,
but you are a very beautiful woman."

She took his hand and shook it. "Oh, Jim | think | like this one."
"Mom he's got nore bullcrap than a Texas cattle-clone ranch. But he's
a prince of the blood royal," Jimadded, grinning. "Hard to tell

isn'"t it, unless he tells you? Wich he will be happy to do,

i medi ately and at great length."

But Tick had al ready plopped hinmself down next to Tab and begun one of
his endl ess but extrenely charm ng orations. Jimwatched for a nonent,
hi ghly anmused. It was fun watching his nother try to cope with all the
new t hi ngs. Wbl fbane was a province of the provinces. Princes that

| ooked a lot |ike chinpanzees had to be a new experience for her

t hough she had so far shown no sign of surprise. Wat was even funnier
was that Tick knew all about his resenblance to the sim an prinmates of
Terra.

He wondered for a noment at his own pleasure in seeing this. Then he
realized what it was: in a way it was an announcenment. See, Mrn, the
things | have done, the people |I have net, the newlife |I've

di scovered? See that I'mno | onger the boy you renenber? See how |'ve
changed?

But no sooner had he exami ned that rather unsettling thought than

anot her realization blooned. There was sonme truth toit. He Wasn't a
boy any longer, at |east not the boy he'd been. But he Wasn't a man
yet either. He was sonewhere in between, wi stfully renenbering his
chil dhood while at the same time staring with nervous gaze into a
future he had not yet plunbed. And he contenplated that future with
all the fear and uncertainty of anybody faced with things both unknown
and inevitable.



all. He mght die instead. He glanced toward anot her wondered what
sort of deviltry the chairman and the were cooking up. Wat was it
like to have so nuch But | know what it's like, he realized. |[|'ve had
it, too. God, |'ve done the right thing. God, |I hope so.

He t hought he had, but he still felt a small hitch in his when, two
hours | ater, that doorway opened, and Serena Moon and Hi th Min
Alter.wal ked slowy into the room

The two | eaders sat across fromthem Jim still in the a strange kind
of sel f-consciousness, thought what a tableau it nmade: two rulers
seated across from a nonkey, a teenage human boy, and a bl ond-haired
feroci ous not herhood, as both of these powers explained selves to this
odd pasti che.

Serena Hal f Mbon had assuned an al nbost notherly as she | eaned forward
with her | ong hands folded in her dark hair sw nging across her face,
and spoke in | ow, tones.

"Hith and | have agreed that | will allow his scientists struct an

i mproved version of the nmind arrays' Jimshe carefully did not cal

t hem M ndsl aver Arrays--"based codes inplanted in your chronosonal
patterns. If the that are successful, we will try to reestablish the
full arrays. He has explained to me about the role the Plebs this, of
course. "

"I insist that tests be made first,"” Jimsaid, "And if there is
evi dence of the Pleb Psychosis, then the whole thing aborted

i Mmediately. | won't be responsible for sonething that ever happening
again."
The two | eaders gl anced at each other. "Well, of wouldn't be your

responsibility, Jim It would be



really. But we"--she glanced at Hith again--"we accept your
condition

Ji m nodded. He'd done all he could. But he couldn't help seeing

t hrough the two scheners before him even when he didn't want to. They
were lying to him They woul d do whatever they deci ded was

necessary.

If they thought the ends justified their neans.

After the boy, his nother, and his friend had departed, they stared at
each other. "Does he know?." the chairman said.

"l don't believe so."

"And your people are absolutely certain?"
"Yes," the pacldord said. "There is sonething el se, sonething besides
the code, in his chronosones. It's not a code, it's just genetic
information. W don't know what it is or what it's for. But it's
there."”

She nodded. "By now you've run it against a Terran genonic base?"
"And it doesn't fit. It doesn't seemto have anything to do with any
known human characteristics. It's sone newtrait. O traits.”

"I wonder if it has anything to do with the mnd arrays?" Serena Hal f
Moon sai d.

"So do I," Hith Mun Alter replied. "So do I."



TERRA

Thargos the Hunter stared in pop-eyed disbelief at the screens in his
| ander that nonitored the Terran Wde Wb He didn't need the
translations that droned automatically into his skull, and finally he
turned themoff. They were a needl ess distraction and he want ed,
needed, to think

The Terrie governnent obviously had applied a full disinformation spin
to the visit. "Routine talks,"” they said. "A md-level Al ban
official," they said.

He' d watched the arrival of what had to be the | argest space vesse
ever built. N ce ride for a md-level official, he thought. But when
t he recordi ng nodul es had caught a brief glinpse of that same official
as he entered the Confed chairman's domai ns, together with his retinue,
he'd understood. And his eyes had bul ged.

The mid-level official turned out to be the pack lord hinmselP. And in
his retinue wal ked both the Terran boy, Jim Endicott, and the Al ban
agent, Korkal Emut Denai

Everything he'd feared had now conme to pass. He had failed in every
one of his efforts, and now the pack | ord had personally brought the
boy home. O course, that could not be the prime reason for his
presence. Thargos tried to imagine a reason sufficiently urgent for the
pack lord not only to risk his life by running the bl ockade surroundi ng
Al ba, but to leave Alba in the midst of the greatest crisis in his
enpire's history.

He ticked off what he knew first, Al ba had guarded Terra for severa
years, for reasons yet to be determ ned, but involving one Delta and
some sort of technology controlled by Second, Delta had been searching
for JimEndicott, had found and shortly thereafter Delta had vani shed.
Third, Al ba had great interest in this unknown Terrie boy, who had

wor ked of piloting as recently as a few clawful s of days ago while the
Hunzzan bl ockade. Now the pack |lord at inconprehensible to hinself and
his people, had come with the boy to Terra.

So the answer, while shadowy in detail, was shockingly its overal
shape: since the existence of the Al bagensian was at stake, only
somet hing absolutely crucial to Alba's would bring Hith Mun Alter
her e.

And sonehow, maybe only by blind | uck, Thargos the was the only Hunzzan
agent in a position to do anything

For a nonent his thoughts turned to his own situation. ideas of
security were |aughably primtive. His own |argest he possessed, was
parked in a sub aquatic pen at the of the Confed |sland, disguised by
its entry codes as an anonynous visitor froma distant Terran undersea
conmmunity. He:] excellent comrunications set up with his ship hidden
on with coded nmessages riding piggyback on various Terran feeds to
their satellite.

But he'd left the last nuke aboard his spacecraft. H's contained only
mundane weaponry, perhaps sufficient to his escape if need be, but
certainly not powerful enough one of the Al ban cruisers now swarmng in



close orbit Terra. He didn't even want to think about what kinds of
m ght be aboard the nonstrous Al ban ship that had pack |ord here.

He didn't know enough, but in sonme ways he knew too Very well,
construct a fallback. H's second goal nust be to this planet and
return to his own ship, which would at greatly expand his capabilities.
That m ght be tricky. But goal wasn't. He spoke softly but clearly.

"Send to the mother ship that Hith Mun Alter, the packlbrd! on Terra
and neeting with the Confed chairman. Current mates of Al ban naval
strength in Sol Systemare two squadrons and a half, and one gigantic
ship of capabilities. | recommend inmediate attack in force on System
Advi se optinum strategy as nulti fleet engagenent the strategic goal of



destroying Sol Systems sun.” .... Sun-poppers. The tinme for half
nmeasures was over. \Whatever advantage the pack |ord sought here woul d
not survive in the blinding flare of a full-blow nova. In fact,
not hi ng woul d survive, nothing at all

He waited for a good anpbunt of time until the reply was relayed to him
Hunzzan H gh Command agreed with him So Hunzza would arrive with as
much power as it could nmuster. The ETA would be in seven Terran days.
Seven days until the utter destruction of Sol System and every living
thing init.

That out come suited Thargos just free

he first things to cone down fromthe great Al ban ship were gigantic
trans matter disks. As soon as they were set up, they began to

di sgorge an endl ess stream of scientists and the equi pment they had
brought with them machi nes not even dreaned of by Terran technol ogy.
It went very quickly. Many of the problens had been sol ved by feverish
work on the voyage fromAl ba to Terra. The remaining riddles were

qui ckly unravel ed through frantic cooperation between A ban and Terran
scientists. The first test was ready to go just about the time Hith
Min Alter stepped fromhis quarters aboard the Al bagens

Pride through a trans matter disk into Serena Half Mwon's office. "W
have problens," he said wi thout preanble. "Wth the test?"

"No. That seenms to be on schedule. But the schedule rmay be too
| engt hy now. "

"Un? Wiy is that?"

He gestured his frustration. "W have a clear feed from Al ba

The bl ockade shields are down, so they can transnmit again."

"lI's that bad?"

"Yes. The three Hunzzan bl ockadi ng fl eets have vani shed. The high est
probability is they are headed here. Sonehow they found out, Serena,
and now they're coning. Damm it to the Seven Cold Hells!"

She rai sed her head. "How nmuch tinme?"

"I don't know. W have ships searching for those fleets. they find
themwe'll know nore. Five of your days, maybe six.

less. |'ve ordered every Alban unit able to' nmove to converge "WI|I
they be in tine?"

"tlo knows? Even ffthey are, will they be enough? W onlyl of three
Hunzzan fleets. There may be nore. They mm)

"Can your ship protect us?"
"No. Not against an attack of that size."
"I see." She scrubbed at her eyes. "The test commences an hour."

"It had better work. Even if it does, it may not be though. They'l



be com ng with sun-poppers." "Sun-poppers?"

"Fo destroy your star. |'ma prize. Hunzza may believe prize worth
destroying a systemfor. | mght believe that, too," "Can we evacuate
t he systeng".

He stared at her. "Nventy billion people?"

"I"'msorry. O course it's inpossible."” She sighed and

"Let's go watch the test. Do your people pray?." "Some do.

haven't. Not in along time." "M either. But | will now [I'Il pray
it works." It didn' thy me?" Jimsaid. "I gave you everything

Everything | knew "

Serena Half Mbon sniled at him Her snile around the edges, as if
gravity pulled too hard at the her nouth. Wen she finally spoke, she
kept her tones soft and soothing. "Nobody's blanmng you, Jim You
didn't so you couldn't tell us."” 'Tell you what?" "Lord

Endi cott--Jim"

"Yes, Hith?"

"It's the Plebs. Serena's people rounded up several and we hooked them
up. Not hing happened. At first we thought it was some flaw in the

i nkages, but there was no flaw. The Iinkages shoul d have worked
perfectly. But they didn't. They didn't work at all."

"Do you know why not?"

Serena turned away. "Yes. Your real nother was w ser---or nore
careful --than we i magi ned. The |inks cannot work wi thout the conscious
agreement of the individual participants. Each and every Pl eb nust
give infornmed consent to their own participation. The |linkages Delta
used didn't require that. But these do. And we can't get around it.
It's part of what makes these new arrays so much nore powerful than the
old ones. They really aren't Slaver Arrays anynore. They can't be.
They won't work that way at all."

Ji mt hought about the real nother he'd never known. Her nanme had been
Kate. Carl Endicott had | oved her. So had Delta, though Delta had
mur dered her. She was the one who had altered his genome and hi dden
her secrets there. In a way he wanted to hate her for that. But he
couldn't.

"Trapped you, didn't she?" he said finally, a grin tugging at his
lips. "What's so damed funny?."

"Well, it puts ny friend Hith up the creek sort of. For a while there
it |looked like Terra was just so much nmeat up for grabs. Booty for
what ever predator happened along with the strength to take it. But
now, for the first tine in history, the predator has to ask the prey
for perm ssion. For consent. Kind of puts everybody in a bind,
doesn't it? And, of course, Serena, it strengthens your hand in this,
too."

She eyed Hith. "Yes, it does."

But the pack lord would not be deterred. There won't be any hand to
strengthen. The Hunzzan fl eets have been sighted. The first wll



arrive in four of your days. And they won't be com ng to ask
perm ssion of your Plebs. They' |l be coming to destroy your entire
system Can't any of you see this?"

Serena broke in. "Wuld they destroy us if there was any chance they
could have us? Even if it had to be on our own terns, Pack-lord?" He
focused his form dabl e gaze on her. "You wouldn't." She shrugged

"I mght destroy you nyself, before | let you becone a tool in their
hands. "

"Not a tool in their hands, Hth. A tool in our own hands."

"Li sten, Chairman, you nmay believe your bargaining much stronger
t han--" "Packl ord, Chairman, please."

"You cannot afford to dicker, Ms. Half Moon. Nor you Hith. The
Hunzza won't negotiate. Not this time. It's to advantage not to
di cker. They were w nning anyway, weren't Packlord? It was only a
matter of time."

H th nodded slowy. "I would never adnit it openly, but.. "So Hunzza
doesn't need Terra. Not the way Al ba does. it's too late. W need
some way to make those arrays work,. problemis getting enough Pl ebs
to give permission. You're they will work if that happens?"

"he scientists say they will. But Jim Four days.

wi re headers How can we possibly reach themall?" "Cat," Jimsaid

softly. "\hat?"

"Her nane is Catherine Thi baudeaux, but | called her Cat. her. You'l
have to convince her, but she can do it if anybody

"I"ll convince her," Serena said.

t took twelve precious hours. "Don't send your storm Serena. She's
had nore than enough of that."

"She's working in a hospital that specializes in the of Plebs suffering
fromthe psychosis. But we think she has. connections.."” nuch wi der
than that.,

"OfF course she does. She was very high up in the Pleb acy, the one
that destroyed Delta's satellite."

Serena's eyebrows lifted. "I |ooked at the fries about you. wasn't
evident."
"Because | lied about her, Serena. It was the only thing about.

Because | didn't want anybody bothering her."

"I see. So what do you suggest? W' ve already wasted hours."



"They weren't wasted. You found her. Now take me to her. [I'Il talk
to her."

“Jim.."
He rai sed his voice. "Mdane Chairman, | said |l will talk' to her."
She waved one hand. "Whatever you say, Jim But hurry."

He stood with his hands behind his back and watched her through a

wi ndow that | ed onto a shabby dayroom where patients sat at scarred
tabl es staring at nothing, or in basic wheelchairs, their knees covered
wi th bl ankets, their hands tw tching nervously in their |aps.

There was a faint ringing in his ears. H s nouth was dry, but he kept
swal | owi ng anyway. He felt slightly feverish and for some reason he
couldn't quite understand, he was terrified.

Not so long ago such terror would have frozen him nade his hands sweat
and his bowels cranp and his brain spin. Now he |ooked through a

wi ndow and saw his own past in the formof a slimyoung blond girl. She
was bending over a wild-eyed man with greasy black curls and a stubby
goatee and a face so scarred it | ooked nore |ike weathered bl ack stone
than flesh. She whispered sonmething to the nan, and he snmiled. She
touched the back of his hands and his twitching fingers went still. She
patted himon the shoul der and for a nonment he | ooked al nost human.

Her back was slightly arched and strong. She'd cut her hair even
shorter than before, and now it covered her fine skull like a cap nade
of shiny gold coins. He renmenbered how they'd parted, and how ashaned
t he power of his own need had made him He renmenbered hating hinself
and hating her, and hating hinself for hating her

He turned the knob on the door and stepped quietly into the room He
snel | ed paj amas washed in harsh cl eansers, sweat, his own fear, and a
whi ff of her perfune like distant flowers on a w ndy day.

"Hello, Cat," he said.
She turned. Wen she smled at himhis fear went away.
les, there's a way," she told him

They were seated on a bench straddling a narrow beaten-down grass that
ran along the front of the hospital. The* pit al building was built of
worn red bricks. It |ooked like a

The bench was nade of concrete so old and chipped it have been native
stone. The nei ghborhood was a Pl eb people here wandered aimessly. He
saw nobody striding with pose, clear-eyed and intent on sone pressing
goal . There goals here. And he knew that mi ght be the greatest crine
upon the Pl ebs, greater even than the Slaver Arrays. The for life
itself had been taken away, and nothing left behind slow, instinctive
slog fromcradle to grave. The will to enough; desire was the
sorcerer's wand that transmuted into living, and anong the Plebs desire
had been

"How?." he asked her.

She took both of his hands in hers and | ooked into his "Jim you have
to promse ne. | have nothing to hold you with, I know you are good.



So you have to pronmise ne that no harm conme to ny people fromthis.
That it isn't some kind of trick."

Not hing to hold himw th? But her hold was sunk himand would lay its
claimuntil he died. It would changed he suddenly realized, to his
great relief--but the it demanded would not. He could lie to hinself
nore easily he could lie to her

"Cat, | can't ever fully know what people like Hth Min and Serena Half
Moon really think. | can't read their know their secret thoughts. But
in sone way | can't explain see the logic inherent in what they say and
do, and that know them

"The Hunzza are conming. |If they get here and we have



to oppose themw th, they will explode our sun. Then everybody

di es--you, nme, the Plebs, everybody else. | don't think it's a trick
| don't see howit could be. There's not enough tine and too nuch
desperation.”

"You think so. 1s that enough?"

He squeezed her hands. They felt slightly danmp, the skin soft and
snoot h, but he could feel hard nuscle beneath. Strong and capable
hands. He would have trusted his Iife to them

"It will have to be. But you will have to decide."

Yet even as he spoke he felt the presence of the great powers who

| urked beyond his words. O the desperate needs of those like Serena
and H th who were accustoned to taking what they wanted. O those who
utilized al nost any nmeans to achieve their ends.

At what point should or could a species acquiesce in its own
destruction? What tool was too awmful for a race to bend toward its own
survival ? He suspected the sacrifice of the hunman Pl ebs was not a
weapon too awful to be used. He thought he understood all of themtoo
well--Delta, Hth, Serena, even Cat. What he didn't fully understand
was hinsel f.

And he wondered if Cat really did have choice in this matter, or if
events had not destroyed any chance of true decision

A bluejay, a wandering stranger in the city, whipped above them
cawi ng. The sun beat at themwth hot-pillowed fists. Her gaze was on
himsteadily as polished azurite. Finally she nodded.

"Al'l right," she said. 'qgney'll want to talk to you before they
decide. Not face-to-face, they won't do that. A virtual tight Iink
Are you willing?."

"Yes. We'll have to hurry."
She nodded agai n.

Jim found hinself nostalgic for the ignorance of his younger self.
Before himin the electronic dark The Fountain, chief scientist of al
the Plebs, vonmited its unending stream of scor pions,

noxi ous liquids, slownelting sparks. Rose Lovely, floated as a single
perfect white blossom Only Cracker, the hacker, manifested as
somet hi ng human; he appeared | egged and beatific, |ike the young
Buddha, his face smile full of unnamabl e ecstasy.

And hence the odd feeling of loss. Jimknew that a sion of hinself
woul d have been i npressed beyond such technol ogi cal w zardry. But he
had seen the enpires the stars and the probabilities beneath the atons.
The now inside his skull was so powerful that the masks these wore
becanme tattered on their edges, their manufactured as cheap and tawdry
as a hol ochip played one too many felt sorry for them but could not
show it. That last would tolerate fromhimwas pity.

They had warred on behalf of the Pl ebs against Delta and | like Delta
nost of their adult lives. They had been betrayed and as a consequence
their paranoia was of exquisitely sensitive level it was al nost



i npossi ble for offer thenselves to any outsider

So they bickered and quarrel ed and nmade heated while tine ran away from
all of them Jimtuned themout hinmself drift, a part of him
processi ng what they said, another part of himsearched for a solution
that included and the key that would unl ock them

Rose Lovely said, "In the end, all these things are versions ( Slaver
Arrays. Al of themexploited our people. Al of themare gerous. W
can't trust Serena Half Mon. She was

| see no reason to believe her any different than he was. | ackey of
the Working C ass, always has been. The Pl ebs have been any concern of
hers, except to crush us when we bothersonme. | say no. No conprom se,
no cooperation.”

"Then we'll all die," Jimsaid. "W may anyway, but at we'd have the
chance of survival."

Cracker opened his Asian eyes. "You call this living,
the Pl ebs have now?."

Patterns drifted through himlike a cold wind, patterns shifted and
changed with each word.

The Fountain spoke suddenly. "I don't trust the science. W be
primtive by galactic standards, but we aren't tech nolo illiterate.
Sone of what you suggest sounds inmpossible to ne.



"I can give you the translated codes. You may study them at your

| eisure. But they aren't gal actic technology. They are human, created
by Delta and ny own nother. You're welconme to them But there isn't
any time."

"So you say," Rose Lovely said. "So you say. But why should we trust
you? What's in it for us, for the Plebs?"

It had been hovering about himlike a vast gossaner w ng, sonething
trying to express itself in shape and formand solidity. He'd felt it
gathering in his mnd and wondered what it was, what it was trying to
be. Now it enfolded himin the iron grip of certainty.

"Choice," he said. "And with choice, all the rest: freedom

sel frespect, value. Al the things the Plebs don't have now. All the
things that make a life worth living. That's what ny nother

of fered-offers--to you now "

He tried to i magi ne how Kate had known. Had she known or only
suspected? But in the creation of the new arrays she'd done nore than
renove the awful specter of the psychosis. She had turned the arrays
into something far greater and nore powerful:

a neans of saving the souls, one by one, of every Pleb who lived. "I
don't understand," The Fountain said.

O course you wouldn't, Jimthought. You worship at the tenple of the
m crochi p, of the inhuman reactions too small and too quick for the
human mind to perceive. The quantum particles have no awareness; they
don't need it. You m stake the building blocks for the structure
itself.

"No Pl eb can becone a part of the new arrays w thout giving conscious
and informed permission to allow that participation. |In order to be as
power ful as possible, the arrays need as many partici pants as possible.
If Terra is to be saved at all, it will be because of hundreds of
mllions of Plebs consciously make the effort to save her. And if the
goal is the nost precious thing humanity has ever known--raci al

survival --then the price demanded may be comensurately high

"Neither Serena Half Mon nor Hith Mun Alter is in any position to
bargain.. They will give you whatever you demand. But you w ||l
recei ve sonething even they cannot give you--a role to play in the nost
i mportant endeavor ever attenpted on this planet. You--the Plebs---can
save the world. Save humanki nd. And save the greatest enpire in the
gal axy. Not the workers. Not the leaders In the end the |owest wll
save the highest."



He stopped, groping for sonething stirring to Finish with, he

couldn't Fred any nore ringing words. "You'll have you haven't had for
generations. Choice. Honor. Respect. have a reason to exist.
You'll be... a part of the human again."

Though he was nothing but a flux of electrons in that sensed his body,
slick with sweat fromthe effort to make see. And all he heard was a
vast and enpty sil ence.

It was Cat's voice that answered him "W have always part of the
famly, Jim W have always been human. It was kind who forgot that.
W never did."

Wth that they were gone, and he found hinself sitting small room
staring at the equi pnent to which he was He reached up and pulled the
primtive plug fromhis took a monment. His fingers were greasy with
perspiration. wung out, as if he'd run a long race to the finish
wi t hout knowi ng the prize. But he knew the prize. D d they?. Wuld

Next to him Cat stirred in her own chair. Her eyes she regarded him
with a perfectly blue gaze. :,.

they agree," she said. "Because we will help ourselves, help you.
You owe us a lot, and now you will pay. And the will be high."

Then her eyes lost their hard-glazed glare and she

"We'| | take the workers for whatever we can get, and Moon won't fred it
pl easant to negotiate with us. But what decided us, Jim It was
self-respect. That can only earned, and now for the first time in
centuries we can we will. You owe us, boy. Never forget it."

"I won't," he said. "How soon can you begi n?"

"W al ready have."



Al . BAGENS PRI DE
ETA HUNZZAN FLEETS: 46:00: 00 AND COUNTI NG

What had gone down now cane back up again. |If nothing else, the
arrival of the Al bagens Pride in Sol System had brought one

| ong-l asting technol ogi cal change: trans matter di sks were appearing
everywhere, as fast as the nanofactories could nake them No nore
woul d Terra's humming billions fred any location in their solar system
nore than a few steps away.

Was this the kind of thing Delta had feared so nuch? Ji m suspected
that it was. Just as the creation of the Wb so many years before had
freed the m nds of humankind to speak and share and know each other, so
t he di sks ended the physical separation between man and woman and
child. Soon, Jim suspected, the ancient divisions inposed by distance
woul d vani sh, for when another could be in your own living room as
easily as he could be in his, where were the boundaries? No one would
cone from "over there" anynore, because over there and here woul d be
the sane. Sol System as one vast nei ghborhood. He |iked that

t hought .

Who knew what m ght happen? Jimrealized that was what Delta really
feared: the uncertainty. The lack of predictability. 11l obody knew
what this or any other piece of galactic technol ogy mght mean. People
like Delta, who felt confortable with and needed control, would al ways
hate the new, even when they were



t hensel ves creating it. A sliver of insight flashed up before like a
wi ggling mental fish: perhaps Delta had not really the Pleb Psychosis.
Its existence neant that to use the a dangerous thing, an act that
needed control. And who control it than its creator?

But these new arrays, Jim suspected, would not and could be controlled

by any single human force or entity. Another had flown from Pandora's

magi ¢ box. Humanity's environment was changi ng agai n, whether humanity
liked it or

If it survived, that is. And that was by no nmeans certain. He stood
on a high bal cony overl ooking a great space in the Bridge d uster of
the Pr/de. This was in the section, the w dest dinmension of the great
sphere. A slice hundred feet tall, a mle in dianeter, the enclosure
was too to be called a room A regular pattern of trans matter marched
across the floor, so far bel ow hi mthey resenbl ed gl owi ng coi ns.
Antlike figures swarnmed about the disks, |oading equi pnent hastily
constructed all over Terra, on and on the Pr/de herself, then shipped
back to this Wen everything was hooked together, the controlling the
machi nes that maintained the |inks anong a billion would take shape on
t he deck bel ow hi m

He watched the frantic activity bel ow hi mthrough eyes, savoring the
nmonent ary pl easure of having nothing to do. of the junior pilots was
keepi ng an eye on the Pr/de. Cat was i busy el sewhere; the secretive
Pl eb Council had worked sone internal miracle and the rel eases and
per ni ssi ons had

Nearly a billion Plebs--wire headers all--had awakened one sort of
stupor or another and volunteered their brains to cause. He had

noti ced sonething strange in the past days as the word went out. Al
of a sudden Pl ebs taken to wearing sonething bright and red: a cap, a
scarf, a It was an unspoken proclamation of identity and solidarity
said, "W are your saviors. W whomyou despise will save' anyway."
Those who wore red wal ked with their shoul ders their spines straight,
and for the first tine in their lives their "betters" straight in the
eye.

That was a new thing, too, and he liked it even better than tranS
matter disks. The onmens seemed good for the first tine could renenber.
Al'l except the final uncertainty: would System survive?



Korkal had told himthat at nost enough el enments to make up two Al ban
fleets woul d probably arrive in-systembefore the Hunzza ETA. The
current plan was to formthe fleets around the Pr/de and neet the
i nvadi ng Hunzza beyond the conetary ring, using the mnd arrays to
control the ships rather than the Pr/de's own systens. |t nmade sense.
The capabilities of the arrays were thought to be so far beyond
anything either Al ba or Hunzza could bring to the fray that being
out nunbered three to two woul d not prevent an Al ban victory.

He considered that as he watched the activity bel ow suddenly slow. The
| ast pi eces of equi pment appeared on the trans matter disks, were
haul ed away, and hooked up. The in sectile swarm began to dw ndl e and
finally vanish. Far below, a hushed expectancy filled the great
chanber; he knew they would be running the initial tests of the ful
arrays very shortly. There was no time left for leisure. They would
test as soon as they had system conpl etion, which would be only a few
m nutes after the last of the equi pnent was rolled into place and
connected. Maybe they were starting now. .. He raised his head.

"Yes?"

The signal had cone silently, but now he recognized the voice

"Hey, buddy," Tick said. "Korkal just called. He wants you and nme in
the pack lord quarters right now "

"I"'mon nmy way," he replied. "Meet nme?"

"At the door. W can face the dragon together."

Sonet hi ng wong, he thought.

The floating lights illumnating the space around hi m suddenly di med,
then returned to normal. It happened three times as he watched. Only

an enornous power drain could cause sonething like that. Jimturned
and began to run back toward the nearest trans matter disk.



H e had not yet seen the pack lord private rooms. himat the
recepti on area and Korkal came out quickly, expression on his face, and
ushered theminto the inner turn. It was nore utilitarian than Ji mhad
expected, all white, but the ever-present sofa was there, Hith sat on
it, cradled his ever-present cup of cinnanmon tea.

"Hello, Jim" a husky fem nine voice said. He raised brows as he
replied, "Hello, Serena."

"Jim have a seat. You too, Tick."

| " hanks, Hith." Tick didn't say anything. He still accustom hinself
to the easy informality between his friend and the nost powerful person
in the Alban Enmpire. "W have a problem Jim" Hth said quickly.

O course you do, Jimthought. You always do, it always to involve
ne.

"Yes, sir?"

"I can show you better than tell you. Lord Denai?" Korkal, standing
out of Jims vision, nmade sone snall novenent and the room darkened. A
| arge hol oscreen a cl ose-up view of the |arger scene Ji mhad just

been

"I"'mcutting into the test pattern now, " Korkal said.

is taken right off the feed fromthe controllers. W fired arrays just
as soon as everything was hooked up. The send out a test signal, to
activate all the human |links and certain we had a functioning array.
Everything went free, for this.. "

The hol oscreen went dark, then slowy brightened. |In the center of it
swirled a point of inpossible brightness. It was |ooking at the sun

wi t hout protection. Jimsquinted and half away. A sudden sick feeling
griped at the bottomof his Probabilities screaned and scranmbled in his
brain. He what this was... The voice was a low, static-f'filled roar.
It sounded like a dred big trucks screeching their brakes all at

once.



IN

Send nme Jim Endi cott.

Anot her burst of sound, higher, nore trilling. Some kind of electronic
| anguage. 'hat's the super-controller machi ne sending a query.
Basically it's asking what is going on."

Jimlicked his lips and nodded. Tiny electrical shocks streaked up and
down his spinal cord. He felt sudden pain in his palns and realized
his fingernails were digging into the skin there. He forced hinself to
rel ax.

Send nme Jim Endicott.

The exchange was repeated a third tinme. Then the screen suddenly went

bl ank. The lights cane up. They were all |ooking at him

"What? Are you asking ne what it is? | haven't got one single dammed
idea." His gut was hot with acid now, and the roomfelt stifling. Wen
he tried to inhale, his breath didn't quite fill his chest. But he did
know.

Korkal came around to face him "Each time this.." thing, whatever it

is, asked for you, there was a trenendous power drain on the ship's
systens. The arrays are now an integral part of the Pr/de, so the
drain was controlled by the arrays. But we don't know why. W
certainly didn't order it. Rapid first-pass analysis indicates a
connection between the appearance of this thing and the drain. So
whatever it is, it nmay be in control of the controllers. |In other
words, in control of the arrays thenselves. And we don't have any nore
i dea what it is than you say you do."

Kor kal ran nervous fingers through the graying hair along his nuzzle.
"I't wants you. And we don't even know what that means. Wants you?
How?.  \Why?"

"How i s easy," Jimsaid at last. He felt a hundred years ol d again.

He wondered if it would ever end.

"You hook nme into the controller system That's how. | won't be able
to answer the why until we do that. | may not be able to answer it
even then."

Serena broke in. "You' re supposed to have sonme high-level ability to
recogni ze probability patterns, Jim | don't understand what that
means, but is it working now?. |Is that why you're telling us this?"
"Yes."

She gnawed gently at the cuticle of one of her long Fngel:s. "And you
don't know if you'll be able to learn why this is happening?."

He shook hi s head.

"Way not?" Hith asked. "Do you know what it is?" "Because | m ght
not survive," Jimsaid. "In fact, I won't." He sighed and stood up



"W don't have nuch we'd probably better get started.”
AGoARo THE HNV SERPENT FANG,
ETA HUNZZAN FLEETS: 42:00: 00 AND

har gos supposed it was once again |luck that had him Sol System had
been convul sed by the arrival Al bagens Pride, bearing the pack |ord
Normal Iy snmoot h systems had gone chaotic. Technicians were installing
of thousands of trans matter disks all over Sol System AI"

muni cations levels were jamed with data both scientific mlitary. The
pathetic Terran fleet was fully nobilized and toward the outer reaches
of the systemin a brave but futile of resistance.

Thargos had been able to hide his own interstellar the fringes of the
Pr/de's enornmous trans-stellar blare. The lord still communicated with
Al ba, and so far, though not for] of trying, Thargos had been unable to
break any of those

The Al ban squadrons already on hand had noved systemto neet the Confed
Navy vanguard. And was goi ng on, something that Thargos now deci ded
was tially the nost om nous devel opnent he'd seen so far. thing was he
couldn't think of anything to do about it.

He' d been lying hidden here on Luna ever since he'd his |lander and its
fake codes into the endl ess streamcargo rising both from T Terra itself
and fromthe four Nobody had noticed him And so for the |ast many
hours monitored everything his extrenely sensitive conm webs



touch. One incident in particular had crystallized his curiosity: a
few hours before, sonething incredibly powerful had nearly over whel ned
his systens. Send ne Jim Endicott.

He didn't know what it nmeant, but he knew the nanme. So who or what
want ed the boy?. And why?

He' d wat ched a huge cone of dedicated data space as it was created
between Terra and the Al ban ship. He hadn't been able to crack into
that, either, but the bizarre nessage had shivered that cone as if it
were a spiny weed in a high w nd.

H s claws clicked together, nervous as castanets, while his sharp tough
m nd strained and pressed, seeking sone purchase or the problem He
hadn't though of anything yet. But he would. He knew he woul d.

Hunzzan H gh Command had ordered himto maintain his conceal nrent and
take no action that might risk exposure. He'd been told his nessages
fromthe heart of the eneny's canp were far too valuable to hazard
losing them But he had privately deci ded he woul d di sobey his orders
if necessary. The boy had defeated himtoo many tines. Yet sonehow he
woul d have-his vengeance in full. He was certain of it. |If he could
only think of a way... He continued watching and waiting.

ABOARD THE ALB AGENS PRI DE
ETA HUNZZAN FLEETS: 28:00: 00 AND COUNTI NG

Jimsat up in the nanotank as many hands reached to help him The
fluid in which he'd been i mersed, a thick, sludgy liquid rich in
nutrients and in the base materials the busy sub mcroscopic
nanocritters used to build and rebuild new passageways in his skull
poured off his naked shoul ders like cool honey. It was an

i ndescri bably | uxurious sensation and it soothed himas he stood up and
let themwap a fluffy cloth robe around his |ank frane.

The head neditech, a loose-linbed tall human with orange hair, a | oopy
grin, and steady gray eyes said, "How feel, Jin®"

"I dunno about you. | feel fine," he said.
She | aughed at that, though her eyes didn't even Tanksi de manner? he
t hought wyly. The operation was a cess, but the patient drowned?

He realized he felt giddy. He kept having to repress an countabl e urge
to start whooping with laughter. He stepped the rimof the tank and
clinbed down to the floor. "So how he asked.

"You're fine. Everything went in slick as a whistle. This tech is..
sonmething else. It's going to change a | ot of

"Yes, | guess it is. Howdid it change ne?"

She spoke as he towel -dried his dark curly hair. She he was an
extraordi narily handsome young nman and, even attractive, he didn't seem
to be aware of this fact. She had the urge to give hima notherly hug,

and at the same give hima hug that had nothing to do with notherhood

"Bi gger channels. Mre of them A/of of new



and -axons. A very large increase in potential synaptic ivity. \What
you had in there was already better than ever heard of. This new setup
is an order of magnitude that."

A soft wash of anxiety flickered on his features and as vani shed.
"Not hi ng organic done to ny brain itself?."

She shook her head. "Nope. |It's all gross structure.

built in an un install procedure. Hit it with the right codes, wll
di ssolve itself into harm ess proteins and water. N ce trick, that."

"Ch? Where do | get the codes?"
"Already there. Think about it."

He did. An odd series of numbers and synbols floated his mnd. He
suddenly understood how to apply themwanted to. And if he did, al
this new sem sentient wiring inside his skull would melt away as if it
had gave hima strange floating sensation, to be able to the new
additions inside his brain with only a thought.

He stared at her. "Wat do you think it's for?."



"This interface?" She noved her shoulders as if she were trying to
fit herself into a pipe just slightly smaller than her own wi dth.
"Beats ne, friend. | thought you knew. Al | can say is that you can
lock up with just about anything in the cyberneural line, faster
tighter, and nore w de-band than anything Terra has ever dreamed of.
Like | said, this galactic gadgetry is pretty hot stuff."

He stuck out his right hand. She took it and shook it once. "Well
t hanks, " he said.

"My pleasure. Good |luck."

"Why do you' say that?"

"Because maybe you're going to need it?"
"Yeah," he said. "Maybe | am"™

ETA HUNZZAN FLEETS: 26: 00: 00 AND COUNTI NG

It was like his pilot's chair but rmuch larger. It sighed and breathed
with himand held himas a big man holds a small baby. From his skul
socket bl ooned a bouquet of gleaming silver. threads. The threads as
t hey wound away from himtoward the waiting nmachi nes grew thicker unti
they were the size of his wists. As the data flows entered his brain
t hey underwent a change in quality; their passage became a matter of
guant um nmovenent, where the old man Einstein had nmuttered that God
woul d not play dice with the universe. But God---or something--did.

Only Tab and Tick cane to watch in person. He sniled at them both.
Tick came up and punched himon the shoulder. "Hang in there, buddy,"
he whi spered through an uncertain grin. "You're the man."

Tabi t ha hugged him The chair made her awkward. He saw a liquid gl eam
in her eyes and felt an answering sting in his own. "Be as careful as
you can be, son. | love you."



"I love you too, Mom Don't worry."

She kissed his forehead. Her lips felt soft and cool. He up at her
"Better stand back, Mrrn. Interforce shield

You won't be able to see ne."

"Il pray for you."

He nodded. She sighed and stepped away. He noved his and saw her
expression change. He could see her, but alll could see was a gl eam ng
silver egg. This new version of the force shield enclosed his whole

body. il

He took a deep breath, and then the darkness took him



NOWHERE
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Jimwasn't sure what he'd expected. They had briefed himas well as
they could. He would not be launched into normal cyberspace, into what
an ancient witer nanmed WIliam G bson had called the consensua

hal | uci nati on, which was an agreenment between the human and the
nmechani cal data processors to viewthe world they shared as a
particul ar set of nutually understood paradigns. They didn't know
preci sely what they were launching himinto. Nobody really understood
the full reality of the data space created by the nind ai Tays.

The human brain is a fascinating instrument. It has a finite nunber of
neurons connected to each other by a finite nunber of axons, dendrites,
and synapses. But the potential nunmber of pat terns these connections
can create is larger than the nunmber of atoms in the universe. 1In this
sense the human brain is a nore conplicated instrunent than the
universe itself. Some phil osophers have specul ated that only such an

i nstrument can know the universe. Ohers have suggested that the

uni verse itself denmands the exi stence of such instruments, that they
are the means by which the universe knows itself.

The data space Jimentered was a construct derived fromall the
connections and potential connections in a billion human brains,



each of thema discrete entity which was the product of lion years of
evolution, the last several hundred which had honed the abilities of
those brains to seek out ognize patterns .... Hence, this human m nd
array was, as far as anybody stood it, a new thing in the gal axy.
Sci ence coul d make about it, but nobody yet knew anything for certain.
Only the ers who entered it and cane back could bring the new But it
m ght as well have been marked

And a yger Ires sumoned ne by nane, Jimthought, as new universe
slowy bl ossonmed around himand he waited Tyger to cone.

ARRAY 0ATAS PACE
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| am here

The voice was insidious. It seemed to arise fromand nowhere. Jim
floated in what he once called the the blue, a dark no-place rich with
potential and was prinordial soup of the same order which birthed The

voi ce surrounded himand drifted through his caressed his nerve
endi ngs.

"Who are you?" he replied. "Wy have you called ne?" Data points you
nmust consider: "I" and "ani are accurate. discrete and
self-maintaining entity, and | exist. "Here" is rate and used for

pseudo reference and conveni ence only.
"We are in the data space created by the mnd arrays."”

You are in that data space | amnot limted by it though it. | am not
l[imted at all.



Jimdidn't reply. A strange and bi zarre sensation had begun to rise
in him It seened to cone fromevery cell of his body, though here he
had no body. Perhaps it canme fromhis idea of body, the renenbered
design of it. But that reality was changing

The dark and luscious feeling enfolded him spreading fromwthin and
without. It was a hungry, seeking sensation, and it seemed incredibly
strong. Suddenly he realized what it was: his ability to sense and
make patterns out of inchoate probabilities, but magnified a
mllionfold by the conbination of the mnd arrays and his new
cyberneural interface.

The darkness around himbegan to change. It was as if a third eye had
opened in the mddle of his forehead. Directly before himthe
not hi ngness began to curdl e; a shape appeared before him

It was roughly globular; it shimered, faded, grew strong again. He
had the feeling it didn't exist entirely in real space and tine. In
fact, he thought what he was seeing m ght be only one snall

mani festation of the entity's whole.

Your patterns have changed, the Thing said.
"Yes. | can see you now. "

The gl obul ar thing brightened, then faded, then brightened again. You
see a set of probabilities. They may or may not come into existence.

Jims mnd spun. He felt hinself still changing. Mre and nore of the
details of this place becane clear to him The being he confronted
seened to grow nore solid. Alnost famliar. Patterns nmarched through
himlike great storm waves pounding on a shore. "Wy did you call for
ne?"

You are at the nonment the only living being in the gal axy who can
perceive ny true existence. Therefore, | want you to be ny nessenger
to others of your kind. "Qthers of ny kind?" Living intelligences.
"Aren't you alive?"

Not in any sense you woul d under st and.

W' || see about that, Jimthought. "Wat nmessage do you want me to
relay?."

| control the mind arrays. They are mine and mine only. |f Serena
Hal f Moon and Hith Mun Alter wish to use the relays for their own
pur poses, they nust first negotiate with me. You will be a suitable
em ssary between us.

"Suitable? Wy?"



W LLIAI! HATER
An infinitesimal delay: Jimsensed another pattern

Sonet hi ng was wong here, but he didn't know what. Suitable because
you are acceptable to ne.

The existence O the arrays thenselves are at risk. There:

time for negotiations. |If you control the arrays, will you help I wll
negotiate. There is enough tine.

A bl eak sense of absol ute danger inforned Jims next "Are you Delta?"
| amnot Delta. Delta is dead. | am Cutsider

Sonehow, that was a lie. And inthe lie lay a key. He have it yet,
but he would. |[If he could keep this Qutsider ing what he alnost.."
alnost.." was able to understand.

He tried to curl hinself into a hard nmental ball, a shell inpervious to
Qut si der' s awar eness.

Why do you withdraw fromne? Wiy do you hide yourself? "I want to go
back now and tell themyour message." The gl obe hung there, shivering
and twisting, mng. Jimhad a sudden sense that ghostly fingers were
scrabbling at the hard carapace he'd built around cl enched hinself
tighter, his terror acting as glue. After nanmeless time the questing
fingers wthdrew.

Then go now.

No- space vani shed, and Ji mopened his eyes in the at the center of the
control l er machines. He was covered sweat. He felt as if an inmense
amount of tine had when he gl anced at the digital readout nearby, it
seened to cate that no tine at all had gone by.

"Jinm?" 1t was Korkal. "Wy have you dropped the just started.”

H s bones and nuscles felt weak and watery. "I just he said. "Help nme
out of here. W' ve got big problens.”

Kor kal |eaned dl ose, took his wists, and hoisted himchair. "Are you
okay?."
"No," Jimreplied. "I'mnot okay. And neither are an)

of us. Any of us in the whol e damed gal axy."



ABOARD ALBAGENB PRI DE EN ROUTE TO COVETARY
ORBI T SOL SYSTEM
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It was a council of war with just the four of themin Hth's chanbers.
"I don't understand," Serena said.

"Me, neither," Korkal said. Hith said nothing, nerely stared at Jim
and waited.

Jimspread his hands. "It's hard. | think it is Delta. WlIl, not
really. It calls itself Qutsider and says Delta is dead, and that may
be true. At |east as we understand death. | don't think Delta' s body

or brain exist any longer as living entities.”
Serena gave her head a puzzled little shake. "Dead is dead, right?"

"Not exactly. You should understand. | wasn't present when Delta's
satellite blewup, so | can't testify as to his actual physical death.
He was still alive, nore or less, when | left him although he surely
| ooked |i ke he was dying. Here is what | think, though: living
intelligence is a pattern. A living brain changes its structure as it
learns. At some point the structure beconmes conplicated enough to
support what we call intelligence and, nore inportant, self-awareness
of intelligence. W think about our selves thinking. That is what
makes us different fromthe |lower orders of intelligence. And sone

t hi nkers give a nanme to that selfawareness: they call it soul ."

"l follow so far," Korkal said

"Good. So the. patterns of intelligence are created by the growh and
change within the physical brain. The arrangenents of the atons that
make up the brain. Now what if those patterns could sonehow be

i npressed, not in cells and neurons and chronosones but onto the fabric
of space-time itsel f?"

"Huh?" said Serena Half Mon. "That sounds inpossible."



Ji m shook his head. "No, maybe not. Al matter affects and tine to
some extent. The bigger the matter--say, a erally the bigger the
effect. But it isn't size that really counts density. The denser the
matter, the nore effect it has on And according to a classica
scientist nanmed Robert curvature of space induced by an atom c nucl eus
near its is fifteen trillion times greater than the curvature of space
by the mass of Terra herself. So it is possible, if that pattern is
already inprinted on space-time could be sonehow after the destruction
of the brain, then intelligence could to exist. And it would be an
imortal intelligence.”

"That sounds crazy to me," Korkal said.

"Ch, there are problems. Wthout the physical brain to atoms inits
former arrangenents, the ethereal pattern to drift. After all, the

el ectrical and nuclear forces at work atomc |evel are nuch stronger
than the space-curvature Eventually those should be sufficient to
destroy the pattern But as | said, if there is some way to maintain the
integrity, then you might end up with sonething |ike Qutsider.*

Serena and Korkal glanced at each other, and Jimknew it was too far a
reach for them He might nmake them understand tually, but there was so
little time left. He turned to Hith Alter

" Packl or d?"

Hth sighed. "Jim I'mno scientist. | can't say | everything you' ve

just said, but | understand one Qutsider does exist. There was another
set of power flows occurred when you went into the arrays. So if this

is your guess as to what is happening, | will accept it. \Which brings

t he next question: what does this Qutsider want? Wy want to negotiate
with us?"

Jimfelt a cool wash of relief. Hth mght not understand thing, but
he understood enough. "It wants what all wants, Hith. It wants to
survive. That was the pattern | saw

| faced CQutsider: it sees a threat to its survival, and it wants.
elimnate that threat. M guess is Qutsider sees a |larger than nerely
the arrival of the Hunzzan fleet. It may regard entire galaxy as a
threat. It is incredibly dangerous, Packlord. it has a weakness, and
I think I know what it is."

"Then you'd better let the rest of us inonit, don't you Hith
replied.



Jimonce again felt the | eaden weight of his own destiny pulling at
him tugging himout of shape. He couldn't understand why he felt so
frightened. What was the worst thing that could happen? He night die.
But you could only die once. O could you?

"Actually, | think Qutsider has two weaknesses--and one of themit
doesn't yet really understand. It may not know anything about it at
all.”

"Ch? And what mght that be?"

"A dead worman naned Kate. And ne," Jim said.
ABQARD HNV SERPENT FAN6 | N
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hargos the Hunter stares at his screens, lost in thought. His ship,
cl oaked in technol ogi cal shadows, ghosts silently in the mdst of a
clump of Terran freighters that circle the planet bel ow |ike peaceful
herds of sheep. He is the wolf within their mdst, sharp of fang and
bl oody of claw, and hungrier than he's ever been before.

The Al bagens Pride proceeds nmjestically outward, a vast bel |ow of

conmuni cati ons and signals and emanations. H's own ship is physically
within the nysterious cone of data space that includes both Terra, the
Pr/de, and everything between them His instincts tell himthis data
space is the nost inportant thing; if it can be somehow di srupted at a

critical noment, then nothing will stand before the sure destruction of
Sol System by the weapons of the gathering Hunzzan fleets. He knows
when the first of those fleets will arrive. It will be sooner than the
Al bans or Terries imagine. But he still has a little time to do what
he can. Beyond his ship but very close, the nakeshift satellite, one
of two, proceeds in silent orbit. It is about half a mle in dianeter

and crude as nmost Terrie work. They have been fools not to from any
wol ves that mght be |urking about.

Carefully, thoughtfully, he begins.

ABQARN ALB AGENS PRI DE EN ROUTE TO COM

ORBI T SOL SYSTEM
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Jimand Hith faced each other alone in Hith's quarters ci nnanbn cup was
cold and enpty, but he didn't seemto Jimthought the pack |ord | ooked

as if he'd aged several the past few hours. Sonething about what had
Qut si der seened to have shaken himin a way Jimdidn't stand .... "I

have formally naned you ny emissary to this... Hith said softly. "That
means you speak for all of Alba, Terra. It is a great responsibility.
Frankly, | wouldn't your shoulders if | had any other choice."

"Yes, | understand."”

"Good. Now here is one other thing. The nere something like the
Qutsider frightens me very much. | admit this to you in private, and
hope you will respect vacy. And though | don't want to place any nore



stress than necessary, | have to tell you this."

"What, Hith?"

"I'f you cannot reach an acconmpdation that allows us trol the relays.."
well. You renenber | once told you | sacrifice Alba's soul to save her
body?. "

Jimfelt the skin on his belly begin to creep. "I remenber.” "If

those relays aren't in our hands by the tine you



negotiating, | will destroy themmyself. | will give the order to
smash the controller machines, and | will order the Al bagens Pr/de and
all of Alba's other forces out of Sol System | will |eave your system
to the Hunzza and their sun-poppers."”

“But why, Hith?"

The pack lord shook his head. "I can't tell you, Jim | bear you and
your people no ill will, but I will do what | say. |'msorry, but
will have to."

'rhank you for the extra help, Packlord."

H th sighed heavily. "I know, Jim | know. Good luck to you. | also
mean that, fromthe very bottom of ny heart."

Jimstood. They shook hands, that curiously human gesture. Hith
wat ched him | eave the room and when he was al one he sat and stared at
not hi ng.

Leaper culture. Sonething like this inmortal Qutsider Is this how it
begi ns?

Shoul d he have given the Terries even this much of a chance?

He | ooked down at the enpty cup in his hand and saw that it was
trenmbling. He felt so very, very old.

RELAY SATELLI TE NUMBER Two, NEAR- TERRA ORBI T:
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He had been careful and it had gone nore easily than Thargos had
expected. Security was dreadfully lax. He'd placed a team of Hunzzan
mari nes aboard, landing themfroma ship that identified itself with
codes that said it was a Terran supply barge bringing a | oad of roast
beef and repl acenent bio chips

The shocked Terrans, |ooking forward to good steak dinners, had not
been prepared for two hundred battl e-hardened and heavily armed Hunzzan
troopers. It had taken precisely fourteen



mnutes fromthe initial penetration to the final takeover satellite.
The commtechs on the satellite had nanaged one. of warning, but
Thargos had been ready for that, and wth ease.

Now he stood in the control roomof the satellite,

the terror in the eyes of the human techs who stared at himhe'd risen
suddenly fromthe depths of their strange hell

One of his officers came up and said w thout preanble: Terrie nuke is
em pl aced sir."

Thargos nodded his assent. It mght not even be destroy Sol System
The questioning conti nues?"

The weapons tech nodded. "W have sone results already.

some kind of massive conputer made by |inking

"Ah. Excellent."

The officer saluted and returned to his duties. regarded the
frightened humans calmy. Al you had to do find a choke point. And

t hen sink your fangs deep into it.

He grin was wide and white, and all of the Terries knew it not anything
like a snmile. "You," Thargos said. "Yes?"

"You have dedicated commlinks to the Al bagens Pride?."
A moment's hesitation, then: "Yes.

"Good. Make contact with that vessel. Tell them| want to to Hith Min
Ater."

"Who, sir?"

"Don't worry. They'll know who he is."
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Jimtried to ignore his fear but the body he'd | eft behind ached with
tensi on, was drenched with sweat, was tight-jawed and cl ench-fi sted.
Sone of that fell away as he translated into the no space beyond the
cyberneural interface but not all of it. He was aware of his body as
if it were a throat |locked in a silent scream

Call it fate, or destiny, or just sinple accident. So nuch that could
not have been predicted had brought himto this nonent. The pattern
was cl ear enough to hi m now.

At the beginning was his real nother Kate. He tried to picture her, so
clever, so dedicated, so driven. Wrking feverishly to change her

i nfant son into the unwitting instrument of her owmn will. Had she
cared about himas she hid her codes and secrets and tricks in his
genone? O only of revenge on the one who'd scorned her and per vetted
her great discovery? Had she |oved her baby boy, or had he been only

t he neans of achieving her ends, a weapon that reached through tinme to
stri ke down her eneny when he | east expected it?

Did you love ne, Mon? |t seenmed very late in the game to be asking
t hat question, and he wondered whom he expected to answer.

Her? O hinself? And why did it nmake any difference now?.
| am here
Once again he was struck by the essential holl owness of

Qut sider's voi ce--an enpty, echoing resonance that hinted. passion
beyond human knowl edge or under st andt ng.

Qutsider was, it didn't sound human.

"Yes," dimsaid. "So aml."

Did you carry ny demand to the | eaders?

"Yes."

What is their reply?

Ji m studi ed the di aphanous apparition as it before him The nearly
gl obul ar shape was actually ovoid tapered at one end. Now he

recogni zed it for what it ghostly tracings of a human brain inprinted
on the endl ess of space-tine.

"Before | give you an answer, | have questions.” Are you the

negoti ator or the nessage bearer'?. Jimtook an immterial breath. He

conforted illusion of his own body. "Neither." :. What are you then?
"Call me Questioner,” Jimsaid formally. Very well. Ask your

guesti ons.

Jimfelt the sensual power rising in himagain, as he had it on his
previous translation here, a liquid darkness that in his invisible body



and burned in his imagined skull. A wind began to blow, he felt it
ruffle and riffle past and carrying strange scents. He hadn't known
what it was he did. The question was, did Qutsider knowit, too?

It was his nother's ultimate gift and burden.. Did you

Mon? Did you? He gathered hinself. "Are you Delta?' No. Deltais
dead.

"Were you Delta, before Delta died?"

Yes.

"What are you now?" Jim asked.

You know t he answer.

"Yes. You are Delta's nmind free of his body and his Separate fromthe
hor mones and proteins that the you no | onger have enotions. You are
pure intelligence, and as pitiless as entropy. | once knew you,
didn't

| ?"

The reply was curiously soft: Yes you did. But | amnot was then, and
you don't know nme now. No body and no knows me but mnyself. | think,

therefore | am CQutsider.

"Yes. How did you maintain yoursel f?"



| translated nyself into what remained of array data space after ny

satellite was destroyed. | had prepared for such an eventuality |ong
before. | was able to tap the Plebs for just enough power. | was very
weak. Now | amvery strong. | control your new mind arrays, Jim

Endi cott, nore strongly than | did the old ones. Wthout nme you have
no arrays. What reply did your |eaders send ne? "No more questions?"
What is their reply?

Jimimagi ned hinmself taking a deep breath. He wondered if Cutsider
could see him Probably so. He would have liked to see hinself

t hrough Qutsider's eyes. Through whatever bizarre consensua

hal | uci nati on they had both agreed to share.

"I"'mthe reply," Jimsaid.

The force that was growi ng inside himwhined into a nerve jarring
crescendo as the final codes his nother had hidden inside his genone
now took effect, triggered by his entry into the new data space her own
designs had built. He had been created for this, and now he reached
far past Qutsider for the billion different patterns... Qutsider's

i mge vani shed behind a tide of blinding light. Wth no warning at al
Jimfell out of data space into rolling silent darkness. Instinctively
he reached for the invisible doorway, but it was gone.

Then not hi ng.

ABQARD ALB AGENS PRI DF EN ROUTE TO
COVETARY ORBI T SOL SYSTEM
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Jin? Are you awake? Come on, snap out of it." "VChuu o "



Korkal was shaking him hard. He opened his eyes. "What pened?”

"We pulled the plug. The pack |ord needs you right have a huge
probl em"

Goggily, Jimallowd Korkal to tug himalong. H's were a conplete
muddl e. So many probabilities to juggle. pulling himout of the
arrays had been a grievous mistake. been just a hair away from seizi ng

control. Qutsider had!i expected or been prepared for what Kate had
hi dden genome. But they'd pulled himout before he could finish, i
now Qut si der was warned. He wouldn't be taken by next time. |If there

was a next tine.

H th, Serena, and Tick were waiting for him Korkal door and notioned
Jimtoward a chair. Jimfelt the his knees and sank gratefully into
t he cushi ons.

"Packlord, it was a mistake to pull me out of the arrays. knowif |
can--"

Hith waved one hand in dismssal. "No time, Jim Watch The hol oscreen
popped up, ldled with a broad saurian split by a toothy white grin. Jim
felt a sharp sense of wash over him and then nmenory clicked: "Hey.
That's who tried to kidnap nme..."

"Thargos the Hunter," Korkal said. "Watch."

The voice was deep and hunming. Jimrealized translated. Thargos was
speaki ng Terrie.

"Greetings, Packlord. | have taken command of the Relay Satellite
Nurmber Two. | have mined it with a Terrie device ny techs assure ne is
capabl e of destroying it

W have anal yzed the data flows in your mind arrays. The individua
feeds are first collected in one of the two orbiting Terra, then

synchroni zed and fed to the nachi nes aboard your vessel. If this
satellite is destroyed, cut the nunber of links in half. Wrse, it
will no | onger be ble to synchronize the flows, and so the entire feed
will fail.'

The vi ewer panned back to show Thargos standing next small trans matter
di sk. He gestured toward it.

"I will remain aboard the satellite until | have your solution. [If |
nmust destroy this relay, | will step aboard nmy noment before, where
will be perfectly safe.”

The shot focused again on Thargos's grinning features. The

requi renments are these, Packlord: First, you and all ships will vacate
Sol Systemwi thin four Tei Tan hours. Second, as surety for your
conpliance, you will send to me the boy, Jim Endicott, and the agent,

Korkal Enut Denai."

Jimwas mesnerized by the soft pinkness of the gullet behind those
sharp white fangs as they yawned wi der

"I must have your reply in one Terran hour. |If a vessel bearing ny
host ages has not been | aunched by that time, | will destroy this
satellite. That is all."



The hol oscreen vani shed.

Jimfelt the heaviness of his sigh as a sudden coll apsing sensation in
his di aphragm as if somebody had just kicked himin the stomach.
"CGreat," he said. "Wen do | |eave?"

"You don't, of course,"” Hith replied. "Korkal tells ne this Thargos is
no fool, so we know he cannot be serious about his ultimatum He has
no intention of letting that relay sat survive. Wy should he? If he

destroys it, he knows Hunzza will have this systemat its nercy. And
so he will blowit up no matter what we do. The rest is a ruse to get
hi s hands on you. Sonehow or other he has di scovered that you are
critical to the arrays. |If he captures you and destroys the relay,

then Hunzza wins. They won't even have to destroy Sol System because
we don't have enough force here to stop whatever they want to do. Terra
will fall into their claws like a ripe plumand you with it. | can't
all ow that to happen.”

"Packlord... Hth..."

"No, Jim |It's too late. | have only one option left. | wll destroy
that satellite nmyself--and this Thargos who presumes to give ne

ulti matunms--and then take you and the controllers on this ship to
safety. Perhaps the Hunzza won't destroy Sol System And perhaps in
the fullness of time, you and our scientists working together can
re-create a working mind array using nonhuman brains. They tell ne
there is a renote chance that may be possible. So I'msorry, Lord

Endi cott, but that's ny decision.”

"Pacl dord, if there's some way to keep himfrom bl owi ng that bonmb for
even ten minutes, there is another way!"

H th | ooked down at his hands, his eyes half-lidded. After a long
nmonent he | ooked up again. "I'mlistening."



ABOARD ANY UNCONQUERABLE EN RQUTE TO

RELAY SATELLI TE NUMBER Two: ETA HUNZZAN FLEETS: 09: 00: 00 AND COUNT I N

They stood around Tick, who sat in the pilot's chair, themtoward Rel ay
Satel lite Nunber Two.

Kor kal said, "Activate the device, Commander Tickeree." Tick's head
was hi dden behind his inter force shield, couldn't see his expression
A series of red dots began to Tick's command panel s.

Kor kal sl apped Tick on one shoulder. "Be very careful of belt switch,
okay?."

"Ch, yes."

Korkal turned to Jim "You understand what |'ve done?"

"I'f you don't personally countermand the arming of the it will detonate

and destroy everything within its range."

"Which will be nore than enough to destroy the satellite. us, of
course. As for Thargos's ship, the full power of the weapons systens
are locked on it now It will be destroyed,"i noment we dock on the
satellite.”

"I suppose the pack lord had to have his fail-safe device." Korka
stared at him "Wat did you tell himafter he the rest of us out?
can't inmagine he would take this risk."

Jimshrugged. "It doesn't matter now. |s everything ready?.......

Kor kal gl anced at Tick. "Yes. Those Rom an yours--150 of them-are
ready to disenbark the mnute we contact. |f Thargos doesn't try to
use his own ship to before we reach him then we'll be in range to use
the field about five mnutes before we dock. We'Il activate it

under stand how it works?"

"No, not how. But | understand what it will do. Thargos



m stake in using a primtive nuclear device to mne the satellite.
Al ba has technol ogy--this suppresser field--that is capable of slow ng,
t hough not stopping, such a nuclear reaction. |If he tries to set off
t he nuke--which he'll do as soon as he realizes the Pr/de has destroyed
his own ship--it won't blow right away."

"It wasn't really a mstake," Korkal said. 'q'hargos couldn't have
known about the suppresser technology. It was a by-product of

unrel ated research, and sone bright weapons genius thought it mght be
useful for lowlevel prinmtive warfare. The only working prototype was
aboard the Pr/de, and only there because they put at |east one of
everything they could think of on her."

Jimsaid, "It would have corme in handy that day in the Defense
Mnistry." He shrugged. "So anyway, we'll have approxi mtely twenty
mnutes to board the satellite, overcome resistance, and destroy the
nuke. |f everything goes perfectly."

Kor kal showed his own fangs. "And nothing ever does, of course. |
don't know what kind of magic you worked on the pack lord but | have to
tell you | amforever grateful for this chance to get ny hands on that
dammed lizard. W have a lot of things to settle, he and I."

"Well, at least things work out right for sonebody..."

"Signal conming in," Tick's voice boomed. "Read on screen two."
Thargos's face appeared. "Well," he said, "I nust say | didn't expect
it, but even | can make nistakes. Let me see you. Ah, ny old friend
Lord Denai." The Hunzza offered a vast display of teeth.

"I look forward to seeing you. 1In the flesh, as it were."

"Me too, snake skull."

"Such bravado. Enpty, though, don't you think? And the boy as well.
How are you, Jim Endicott? Long tine no see, | believe your idiom
is."

"I'"'mhere,"” Jimsaid.

"Excellent. Tell your pilot to stand by for docking instructions.
"Il be expecting you shortly."

The screen went bl ank

Korkal and Jimstared at each other. Tick said, "Code Red system de
alarm Ships entering real space beyond the conetary ring." A long
pause. Then: "They're Hunzzan. At least two of themare

sun- poppers. "

SHATNER

ABOARO RELAY SATELLI TE NUMBER TWD

argos watched the sane display, but with entirely enotions. He'd known
the first of the Hunzzan fleets would before the Al bans guessed. It
was the reason he'd all owed ship bearing Korkal and JimEndicott to

approach. Their had trap wit ten all over it, but the arrival of the
Hunzzan changed all the equations. Now the bal ance of power in' System



had shifted entirely. He shot a tight beamin the of the Hunzzan
conmand ship, where it had been prepared for

"Do not activate the sun-poppers,” Thargos said. "Only dos ny
comand.” He waited until he had confirmation, then his attentions
back toward the oncoming Al ban ship hostages. Only a few minutes unti
it docked. He allowed one nonent of thought about his plans for Korka
Emut and then pushed it away. There would be plenty of time for

pl easure later, when he could concentrate his full seeing how | oudly he
coul d make an Al ban scream

Hth Mun Alter had guessed wong. He hadn't counted early arrival of
the first Hunzzan fleet. Thargos gl anced again at the visuals of the
oncom ng vessel. Strange shape What was that weird half gl obe
protruding fromits skin? And was beginning to glow .. The comm Il i nks
to his own vessel vanished. Al his screens broke up in flares of
stati c.

The f ool s!

But he didn't hesitate even one second. He whirled and a switch
cl osed, reflexively hunching against his own destruction.

Not hi ng happened. A rolling thud shivered through the stood on as the
ANY Unconquer abl e settled onto the naked skin



the satellite, far fromthe expected docking platform Six seconds
| ater the squads of Romi an nercenaries began to pour in, killing as
t hey cane.

Thargos absorbed it all in a single glance. H's mnd whirred. Only
one chance to save hinsel f--and maybe still get revenge. He took it,
and began to run.

K orkal turned to the big Romi an next to himand snmiled. There were
traces of blood and bits of gray-green flesh in Korkal's grin.
Sonetimes in battle the primal inpulses took over

Snmoke billowed into the corridor ahead of them Thin shouts echoed in
their ears. They crouched down as a squad rushed past to clear the
passageway before them

"I can't believe it," Korkal grunted. "W're actually on schedule."

The Rom an nodded. "Yeah. Every once in a while things actu ally go
right. Maybe this is one of them"

A heavy thunping vibration quivered through the soles of their boots.
"What do they call you, trooper?" Korkal asked.

"Sarge is good enough. It's been ny nane so long |I'mnot sure
can renmenber what the real one is.”

"You know the Endicott kid?"

"Jin? | trained him W're proud of himin the Red Death."

Kor kal arched his eyebrows and started to reply, but Sarge clouted him
heavily on one shoulder. "Cear up ahead. Let's go."

They grinned conpani onably at each other and scranbled for ward, firing
as they went. Three mnutes |ater they crashed into the control room
of Relay Satellite Nunmber Two. A nminute later Jim his face streaked
with smoke, a small blotch of red on his left shoulder, and an

ungai nly, weird-looking pistol in his right hand, joined them

Korkal stared at him "You were supposed to stay in the rear and not
take any risks."



Jimgrinned sheepishly. "Sorry. dd reflexes, | guess.
worry, it's only a scratch. H, Sarge."”
"Hi, Lieutenant."

"And that's enough reunion. Jim Sarge and | here will go care of that
nuke. You'd better get started on whatever it is plan to do."

Ji m nodded. "Get that bonb, Korkal. |If it goes off, it will pretty
good bruise on ny plans.”

Sarge grinned. "Don't you worry about it, Lieutenant. Me and this
Korkal fellow wll take care of it."

But Jimhad already turned away fromthem | ooking for machines the
construction plans said were there--the that were the key to
ever yt hi ng.



ABOARD ALB AGENS PRI DE

Hth Mun Alter watched the progress of what could only | oosely be
called a battle. There was an entire Hunzzan fleet out there, and it
was chewing up his two pitiful squadrons.

He had almbst no nore tine. Hi s ships were fighting a valiant rear
guard action, slowy retreating in-system but the main elements of his
own reinforcenments would not arrive for an hour yet.

He could read the tactical summaries as well as anybody. He didn't
have an hour. And no nmessage yet fromJimand Korkal. Well, at |east
that Hunzzan spy didn't have his ship any longer. He took sone snall
confort in that.

He decided to give it another ten mnutes. Jimhad known the risks.
But this roll of the dice had been the | ast one, and there woul dn't be
anot her.

He cl osed his eyes, the better to regard the bleak future he saw within
hinself. Wthout the arrays, Al bagens and all her works would fade and
die. She would topple slowy, of course. H's enmpire still held great
power .

But not enough. Not without the arrays. Wuld he be able to hold true
when the tinme came? In the end he would face the final choice, the
final sacrifice. Wuld he burn Alba's spirit on the altar of survival
in a |last paroxysm of defiance?

He opened his eyes. Al he wanted to do was sleep. But there would be
no sleep for him Not for a long time to cone.



ASO Ann RELAY SATELLI TE NUMSEn TWO

Jimand the two techs worked frantically, ripping cables housings and
splicing theminto new arrangenents.

"You're not really going to plug yourself into this, are you?" of the
techs asked.

"Yeah, that's what | plan on doing."

The Al ban shook his head. "This wasn't designed for interface. It's
supposed to connect to the feed nmonitors sync nmachines. |It's the ful
feed. No buffers at all. [It'lIl blow brain right out your ears."

"Maybe not," Jim said.

The tech shrugged. "It's your skull, friend. GCkay, that's

He | eaned back. "Ugly-1ooking deal. Mybe it will work."

Ji mdropped an inter force ring around his neck. The two made the
necessary connections. Jimsat cross-|egged deck, surrounded by cables
the size of his thigh. Snaller were festooned over his shoul ders I|ike

j ungl e vines.

He noved his chin, and his head di sappeared behind silver globe. The
two techs gl anced at each other.

"You ready?."

"Ht me," Jimsaid.



ARRAY OATASPACE

The cl osest Jim Endicott had ever cone to dying as a child had been an
accident. He and his best friend, exhilarated by a Wl fbane sumer
stormthat went crashing and boom ng of f toward the nountains, had
stood on the edge of the Big Eel River and watched its swollen nuddy
power go hissing snoothly past where they stood on a high concrete
enbanknent .

"Ww, " Jimsaid. And as he said it the badly poured concrete that
supported the section where he stood, battered and scraped by hours of
rushing water, finally crunbled anay. He felt a nmonment of shock as,
arms flailing, he toppled into the chocolate torrent. Only the ragged
branches of a half-fallen tree down stream had saved him snaggi ng him
as he went past. But he'd never forgotten the blank brute force of
that river and its snooth death grip tightening on him

This was |ike that.

He fell into the data flow of half a billion mnds. It sucked him
under and dragged hi m spinning away. He felt hinself sliding deeper
and deeper, battered and brui sed by the ceasel ess hamering of those
patterns. He grasped weakly for some purchase and found nothing, only
the silent deadly rush. No human mind coul d take such danage for |ong,
not even his. He felt the rise of a different darkness, one that would
snuff out his own guttering flane as if it had never been

"I am.. he gasped. "I need..."

Pi ctures began to ghost gently up fromhis past, and he knew he was

dying. Carl Endicott choked up a great gout of blood and said, "I |ove
you." Tabitha Endicott held his head in her |lap and whi spered softly,
"I love you .. ." A foxy-faced woman with sandy blond hair, lines in

her tired face, and eyes the col or of burning acetylene, cradled himin
her arms and | ooked down on him "I



| ove you, baby.." now take nmy hand and let nme pull you That's right,
just grab hold of Momma now, and she'll take you. GChh, yes, that's ny
| ovey baby boy, ny sweet dimny

He yawned in vast astonishment as this vision left himas as the

ot hers, and he thought that maybe this particular would never return to
him But sonmehow he was rising now, ing out of the burning flood,
drifting gently up and out, up sonme place where the stars glittered
like cold eyes.

He stood on a high place and reached out with the hands of mnd, the
great scoops that had been in his genone since beginning, and began to
gather half a billion minds into his

It didn't take long or maybe it took an eternity. Time had nmeani ng on
his high place. After a while the other came in of living flame and
stood before him

| am here

An unspoken question hung between them dimsaid, couldn't know You
t hought that since you'd created the and knew them and since you were
now an integral part they would always be yours to control. How you
must | aughed at the machines that sought to supplant you. How have you
been mani pul ati ng me behind the scenes?"

Since ny beginning here. Perhaps that was a m stake. "Perhaps. You
sought to bring me here and bind ne.

me once when you were sonething else. Do you renenber?.”
Yes | renenber.

"Do you still wish to bind nme?"

A meani ngl ess question. You know | cannot.

"She built me this way. To be the final controller of her

It was her ultinmate fail-safe. She nmust have trusted a great in what
she hoped | would becone. O maybe she just herself."

| told you she loved you. But even | didn't understand nuclz

Jimfelt the great rush of the river of souls begin to the part of his
m nd designed to channel themtucked each vi dual mnd into the | arger
pattern it dreamed with such strength.

Do you know what you are?

"No. Do you?"

No. | can guess, but that would only be a probability. You create
yourself in the fullness of tine. And you will be al one.



The current of sadness that fl owed over hi mthen was al nbst too mnuch
t oo bear. But he bore it because it was his burden

t hough he hadn't asked or sought for it.

"Yes. WII you serve nme?"

No. | cannot serve anybody. | am Qutsider. Before | becone a servant
I will cast myself on the universal streanms and end mysel f forever.
Just as you, JimEndicott, | nust also be free to choose.

Yes, Jimthought, | suppose you must. "WII you help nme then?" If |

choose to do so.
"Very well. These are the choices. Do with themwhat you will."
RELAY STATI ON NUMBER TWD

hargos crept slowy past the bl asted weckage of the initial assault
and peered upward. The howl ing mercenaries were | ong gone, vani shed
into the bowels of the satellite, busy with their slaughters. A huge
hol e gaped in the ceiling above him lighted by a weird greenish gl ow.
Beyond the hol e a boardi ng tube snaked outward. He cane a little

cl oser but could see nothing. It didn't matter. He knew where the

t ube ended.

H s luck had turned poisoned as a grubel snaxer's fangs. Sonetines it
worked like that. He held little hope for his own survival, but hope
remai ned for sonething else. One nessage, one little message. It
didn't even have to be coded or tight beamed Hi s own identity code and
the order itself would be enough

The sun-poppers were still out there awaiting his instructions. He
squared his shoulders. One play for all the marbles, as the Terries
liked to say.

A curious race. In away it was a pity they had so little tinme left to
exi st. He peered once again into the ragged hole, then bunched his
massi ve t highs and | eaped straight up into the tube.



Asonn ;E ANY En'ns |'ve

The admi ral knew it was hopel ess even before he brought small vanguard
of cruisers out of subspace into position inside the Sol System
conetary ring. H's force was heavily nunbered, and the main fleet was
at least half an hour him Neverthel ess, he would follow orders. His
orders himto attack the Hunzzan fleets by any and all possible and he
i ntended to do precisely that.

Monitor feeds fromevery unit in his squadron flowed into mnd. He was
an old hand at keeping things separate and good deci si ons based on the
flood of data that constantly fused his awareness.

He brought his ship into real space inside a cluster

It was a standard formation. He allowed hinself a quick the genera
tactical situation. Yes, it was as bad as he'd He was out nunbered at

| east ten to one, and Hunzzan ships had detected hi mand were begi nning
to their lines in his direction

Hs mouth slowy fell open. Something absolutely huge | unbering out
fromthe Terran System A nonment later the arrived confirmng it was
as an Al ban vessel, and he slightly.

He put it out of his mind. Big as it was, he didn't see how could make
any difference in the final outcome. He hated of fighting a suicide
engagenent, but that decision was not his;i make.

Gimy he prepared hinmself to give the orders. But before could do so
somet hi ng t ook over his ship--and every his fleet.

After that, he could only watch in hel pl ess wonder.



ABQANO HNV SEn PENT FANG

Admi ral Heliarchon was luxuriating in his own good |uck. He had been
in the right place when his fleet had been part of the bl ockade of

Al bagens. That had led to this opportunity. The target was pitiful

of course, just a backwater world full of savages he'd never heard of
until a few days ago. But his scuttlebutt systemwas as good as
anybody's, and the word was this engagenent might result in the capture
or death of the Al ban pack | ord hinself.

He found it hard to credit, but perhaps it was true. He glanced across
his Fleet Battle Control Center. Everything was calm The energing

Al ban ships were already neatly engl obed. Pathetic, really. Soon this
whol e systemwould be a killing ground. He found the thought wildly

pl easi ng.

And he was right, though not in the way he'd inagined.

AsoAnn THE ANY ELn' nAl S REVENGE

""" Admral ?"

"Yes, Commander?."

"l don't understand."



"I don't either, Commander, but it's all rather wonderful, you
t hi nk?

"I don't know, sir. It scares ne. It's like a... ghost is in of

t hi ngs."

The admral turned slowy, fangs glinting in his grizzled "Let nme tel
you, Commander. | don't care if it's the in charge of my ships. By
the Nine Hot Hells, what a job your ghost is doing at killing Hunzzan
ships. | haven't myself so nuch since--1 can't renenber when |'ve ever

nysel f this much.”

"Yes, sir. But it's still scary, isn't it? .... "Conmander, why don't
you go take a nice cold shower?"

Asonn ; E ANY UCOOUEnSE

Tick turned his head to gl ance once again around the deck. He was
al one and feeling bored. It wasn't fair. else got to storm aboard the
satellite and grab glory with hands, and what did he have to do?

Sit here on his butt and baby-sit an enpty ship. He deeper into his
chair and sighed heavily. He might as well be on the Pr/de snoozing in
his bunk for all the action he was to see.

The gray-green fanged shadow yanked himfromthe chair one single
power ful surge, held himup like so much neat, then swiped with its
ot her hand.

Tick |1 ooked down at his belly. There was a col dness there. sonething
dark was spilling out in long ropy sausages. He up into great green
eyes that blinked at himmadly. Then he hinself flying through the air
until he met the nearest w th bone-crunching force.

Thar gos spared one glance to make sure this pilot, whoever it was,
woul d not be coming for himanytinme soon. Then he settled hinself into
the pilot's chair, pleased to find it nicely warmed by its previous
occupant .

It would take a few nmonents to deci pher the conm equi pnent avail abl e.
But the ships drive controls were obvious enough. Thargos used the
manual overrides to set the ship in notion. He felt a long ripping
shudder as the vessel pulled away fromthe satellite, tearing away the
boarding tube as it departed.

He didn't know why he did it. As soon as his orders reached the

sun- poppers, he would be trying to outrun the blast front of a
full-blown nova in nothing nmore than this tin can. It was probably
hopel ess, but it wasn't in himto give up. He would keep on fighting
until everything ended. You just never knew how things m ght turn out.
VWho knew?. If he waited a little, he mght even be able to sneak far
enough out that one of the Hunzzan ships could reel himin before the
nova wave front fried himto a crisp

Huddl ed and broken in the corner, Tick canme slowy awake. He shook his
head. The Hunzza was in his pilot's chair. He felt a weak sense of
i ndi gnation. He wasn't strong enough to feel any thing nore.

Wred to his belt was a small black box with a shielded switch. It was
a makeshift job, hastily done, |like everything el se about this m ssion



H s fingers sought it, slipped on a filmof his own blood, then settled
firmy on the switch.

Even the fail-safe had a fail-safe. |[If for sone reason the bonb on
board didn't go off as it should, this switch would initiate a manual
physi cal override. He |ooked down at the tangle of his own guts
spilling across his shattered |l egs. Then he | ooked back at the Hunzza
working busily in the pilot's chair.

"rake nmy chair, will you?" Tick murmured softly.

He flipped the switch, and everything went very bright before the fina
darkness lifted himgently away.



ABOARD ALB AGENS PRI DE

he two of themsat in a hazy cone of |ight, hunched toward each other
inthe silent room The old | eader and the young man. The intensity
of their mutual concentration made themresenble card players in the
m dst of a high-stakes ganme, and perhaps that was exactly what was
goi ng on. A hi gh-stakes gane.

"I"hey're gone now. It's just you and ne. \What really happened?"
"What we'd hoped. | had to tell you about the controller nechanisns ny
real nother built into me. Oherw se, you woul dn't have given ne

anot her crack at the arrays."

H th nodded. "I al nost destroyed you nyself."

"I know. Anyway, | was able to get in using the feed nonitor port on
the relay satellite as a kind of back door."

"And you elimnated this Qutsider, whatever it was?"

Ji m paused. He wanted to make sure he said it exactly right. So it
woul d be as convincing as possi bl e.

"Yes, | elimnated it. You see, it didn't really exist. Qutsider was
an artifact of the arrays thenselves. | thought it was Delta, but it
wasn't. Because Delta was one of the creators of the original arrays,
they bore his inmprint inplicit in their structure. Wen we created a
vastly nore powerful version that inprint appeared. Think of it as an
echo. O better yet, a ghost. The Plebs had been used before by
Delta. And so they renenbered himdimy, perhaps



only unconsciously, and that was what appeared. The ghost Delta.
There was never really any intelligence there, only appearance of it.
And I'mglad. It mght have been nuch harder take control of the
arrays if Qutsider had been anything real."

Jimexam ned the logic of this and felt satisfied. It rang because in
some twisted way it was the truth. The ghost in nachine.

Hth stared at himfor a long tine. "So what will you do Lord
Endi cott? You know you can have anything of me you Al bans keep their
prom ses and pay their debts. And our debt you is very large."

Jims lips quirked. "Unless he debt | ooks too nuch |like a cide

pact."

"Yes." Hth | eaned back. H's cup of cinnanon tea floated in hand, a
filmof steamrising fromit. "Someday you'll nore about that than you

would |ike."

"I hope not," Jimsaid.

"I will be returning soon to Alba. | need to be there, and the sis
here is done. This Thargos is dead, the Hunzzan destroyed, Qutsider
elimnated, and the arrays functioning properly. The Pr/de will remain
here in Sol Systemas a nobile COntroller and a glorified bodyguard
until Alba's full power arrives protect Sol System | think that's
best. [I'Il return on sel."

Jimput his hands on his knees and rocked backwards.

shoul ders popped faintly, tiny distinct sounds. "And |I'mgoing to stay
here, Hith. | think I want to be just a kid for a while. sonehow
still have to find ny father's genone so | can the Solis Acadeny. Maybe
later 1'Il take a little trip to like to nmeet Tick's nother."

The pacl dord nodded. "Jim you know you're wel cone al nost any rank you
wi sh in the Al ban Navy. If you want tain your own ship, all you have
to do is ask."

Ji mshook his head. "It wouldn't be the sane. |t wouldn't be dream
Maybe sonebody el se's dream Maybe Tick's."

"I'"'m SO Ty about your friend, Jim"

"I amtoo, Hith. 1've lost too many of them | hate war.
has to be a way to put an end to it."

"Maybe you'll be the one to find that way, Jim | hope you

Jim stood up and stuck out his hand. Hith took it. "I like custom
Jim" he said. You keep in touch with ne."



"Ch, yes. | just need some time to find out who I am |'m not
really sure anynore. And | don't think | can find what | need out in

t he gal axy. Whatever it is, it's here. In Sol System Sonmewhere."
Hth wal ked himto the door. "Your people say "CGodspeed," don't

t hey?"

Jimturned suddenly and w apped the ancient |eader in a hug. "Godspeed

to you, Hth."

After he had gone, the pack lord resumed his seat. H's features were

t hought ful and shadowed. Jim planned to be a kid for a while, but Hith
knew t hat was i npossible. He could never go back to his chil dhood, not
really. Once you begin to dreamof it, it is too late to return. But
Jimwoul d have to learn that for hinself.

As for him he had not exactly lied. But he was lord of three hundred
t housand worl ds, and so he had w thheld sonme of his thoughts.

He woul d be returning hone soon, but some part of his attention would
continue turning toward Terra, until he knew one way or another. It
was why he was | eaving Korkal behind to command the Pr/de. He didn't
know how much of what Jimhad told himabout Qutsider he believed. And
he had no way to verify any of it. Maybe Korkal would come up with
sormet hi ng.

Because no natter how the war with Hunzza turned out, he would have to
learn the answer. The safety of the gal axy depended on it.

WAs Terra a Leaper Culture? Was it?

Jimand Sarge sat together in an enpty lounge. The |light was dim and
they tal ked together softly as grunts always did after a fight.

That friend of yours was a good one, Jim | passed your request on to
the officers and they agreed. So Tickeree is now an honorary nenber of
the Red Death, and we will never forget him"

"W will never forget him" Jimrepeated. There was a to his voice, as

if the two of themwere playing out a ritual far ol der than either of
them And in fact they were, and they both knew it.

Jimsighed. It was the best he could do. No matter what pened to him
somebody woul d renenber Lieutenant Tickeree and his Final sacrifice. It
was a fair nmenorial and the best he could do.

The warriors never forget.

The door to the lounge slid open and a slender figure stood out, |ined
agai nst the brighter gl ow beyond. The |ight gl eanmed throughout a

wei ght of blond hair. Jimlooked up. "Cat..." he said,

slowy to his feet.. She cane toward him "I1've cone to take you
hone," she said. "Hey, Jim aren't you gonna introduce ne?" Sarge
sai d.

Then he realized Jimwasn't paying any attention to himat all.
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