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Book One

The sensor array was the size of a very large asteroid or a very small moon, and it had orbited the
G6 star for a very, very long time, yet it was not remarkable to look upon. Its hull, filmed with
dust except where the electrostatic fields kept the solar panels dear, was a sphere of bronze-gold
alloy, marred only by a few smoothly rounded protrusions, with none of the aerials or receiver
dishes which might have been expected by a radio-age civilization. But then, the people who built
it hadn't used anything as crude as radio for several millennia prior to its construction.

The Fourth Imperium had left it here fifty-two thousand one hundred and eighty-six Terran years
ago, its electronic senses fueled only by a trickle of power, yet the lonely guardian was not dead,
it only slept, and now fresh sparkles of current flickered through kilometers of molecular circuitry.

Internal stasis fields spun down, and a computer roused from millennia of sleep. Sronger flows of
power pulsed as testing programs reported, and Camp Cent noted that seventy-three percent of
its primary systems had failed. Had it been interested in such thing, it might have reflected that
such a low failure rate was near miraculous, but this computer lacked even the most rudimentary
of awarenesses, it simply activated the appropriate secondaries, and a new set of programs
blinked to life.

It wasn't the first time the sensor array had awakened, though more than forty millennia had
passed since last it was commanded to do so. But this time, Comp Cent observed, the signal which
had roused it was no demand fromiits builders for a systems test. This signal came from another
sensor array over seven hundred light-years to galactic east, and it was a death cry.

Comp Cent's hypercom relayed the signal another thousand tight-years, to a communications
center which had been ancient before Cro-Magnon first trod the Earth, and awaited a response.
But there was no response. Comp Cent was on its unimaginative own, and that awakened il
mor e autonomous programs. The signal to its silent commanders was replaced by a series of jar
shorter-ranged transmissions, and other sensor arrays stirred and roused and muttered sleepily
back to it.

Comp Cent noted the gaping holes time had torn in what once had been an intricately
interlocking network, but those holes were none of its concern, and it turned to the things which
were. More power plants came on line, brining the array fully alive, and the installation became a
brilliant beacon, emitting in every conceivable portion of the electromagnetic and gravitonic
spectra with more power than many a populated world of the Imperium. It was a signpost, a
billboard proclaiming its presence to anyone who might glance in its direction.

And then it waited once more.

Months passed, and years, and Comp Cent did not care. Just over seven years passed before
Comp Cent received a fresh signal, announcing the death of yet another sensor array. That one
was less than four hundred light-years distant. Whatever was destroying its lonely sisters was
coming closer, and Comp Cent reported to its builders once again. Sill no one answered. No one
issued new orders or directives. And so it continued to perform the function it had been
programmed to perform, revealing itself to the silent stars like a man shouting in a darkened
room. And then, one day just over fifteen years after it had awakened, the stars responded.

Comp Cents sensitive instruments detected the incoming hyper wake weeks before it arrived.



Once more it reported its findings to its commanders, and once more they did not respond. Comp
Cent considered the silence, far thiswas a report its programming told it must be answered. " Yet
its designers had allowed for the remote possibility that it might not be received by its intended
addressees. And so Comp Cent consulted its menus, selected the appropriate command fie, and
reconfigured its hypercom to multi-directional broadcast. The GHQ signal vanished, replaced by
an all-ships warning addressed to any unit of Battle Fleet.

Sill there was no answer, but this time no backup program told Comp Cent to do anything else,
for its builders had never considered that possibility, and so it continued its warning broadcasts,
unconcerned by the lack of response.

The hyper wake came closer, and Comp Cent analyzed its pattern and its speed, adding the new
data to the warning no one acknowledged, watching incuriously as the wake suddenly terminated
eighteen lightminutes from the star it orbited, it observed new energy sources approaching, now
at sublight speeds, and added its analysts of their patternsto its broadcast.

The drive fields closed upon the sensor array, wrapped about cylindrical hulls twenty kilometersin
length. They were not Imperial hulls, but Comp Cent recognized them and added their identity to
itstransmission.

The starships came closer still at twenty-eight percent of light-speed, approaching the sensor array
whose emissions had attracted their attention, and Comp Cent sang to them, and beckoned to
them, and trolled them in while passive instrumentation probed and pried, stealing all the data
from themthat it could. They entered attack range and locked their targeting systems upon the
sensor array, but no one fired, and impul ses tumbled through fresh logic trees as Comp Cent filed
that fact away, as well.

The starships approached within five hundred kilometers, and a tractor beam—a rather crude
one, but nonethel ess effective, Comp Cent noted—reached out to the sensor array. And asit did,
Comp Cent activated the instructions stored deep within its heart for this specific contingency.

Matter met antimatter, and the sensor array vanished in a boil of light brighter than the star it
orbited. The detonation was too terrible to call an "explosion,” and it reduced the half-dozen
closest starships to stripped atoms, ripped a dozen more to incandescent splinters, damaged
others, and—just as its long-dead masters had intended—deprived the survivors of any
opportunity to evaluate the technology which had built it.

Comp Cent had performed itsfinal function, and it neither knew nor cared why no one had ever
answered its warning that, after sixty thousand years, the Achuultani had returned

Chapter One
It wasraining in the captain's quarters.

More precisdly, it wasraining in the three-acre atrium insde the captain's quarters. Senior Fleet Captain
Colin MacIntyre, self-proclaimed Governor of Earth and latest commanding officer of the Imperia
planetoid Dahak, sat on his balcony and soaked hisfeet in his hottub, but Fleet Captain Jihanith, histal,
dender executive officer, had chosen to soak her entire person. Her neetly folded, midnight-blue uniform
lay to one Sde as she leaned back, and her long sable mane floated about her shoulders.

Black-bottomed holographic thunderheads crowded overhead, distant thunder rumbled, and lightning
flickered on the "horizon," yet Colin's gaze was remote as he watched rain bounce off the balcony's
shimmering force field roof. His attention was el sewhere, focused on the data being relayed through his



neura feeds by his ship's centra command computer.

Hisface was hard asthe report played itsdf out behind his eyes, from the moment the Achuultani
starships emerged from hyper to the instant of the sensor array's self-immolation. It ended, and he shook
himsalf and looked down at Jhanith for her reaction. Her mouth wastight, her ebon eyes cold, and for
just amoment he saw not alovely woman but the lethd killing machine which was his executive officer at
war.

"That'sit, then, Dahak?' he asked.

Itiscertainly the end of thetransmission, Sir,” adeep, mellow voice replied from the empty air. Thunder
growled again behind the words in grimly appropriate counterpoint, and the voice continued calmly. "This
unit wasin the tertiary scanner phalanx, located approximately one hundred ten light-yearsto gaactic
east of Sol. There are no more between it and Earth.”

"Crap," Colin muttered, then sighed. Life had been so much smpler asaNASA command pilot "Wdll, at
least we got some new datafromiit.”

"Aye" Jhanith agreed, "yet to what end, my Colin?‘Tislittle enow, when dl'ssaid, yet not even that little
may we send home, sin Earth hath no hypercom.”

"I suppose we could turn back and ddliver it in person,” Colin thought doud "Were only two weeks

"Nay," Jhanith disagreed. " Should we turn about ‘twill set us back full Sx weeks, for we must needs give
up the time we've but now spent, aswell.”

"Heet Captain Jitanith is correct Captain,” Dahak seconded, "and while these data are undoubtedly
useful, they offer no fundamenta insights necessary to Earth's defense.”

"Huh!" Colin tugged at hisnose, then Sghed. | guessyou'reright. It'd be different if they'd actualy
attacked and given us apeek at their hardware, but asit is—"He shrugged "l wish to hell they had,
though. God knows we could use some idea of what they're armed with!"

True," Dahak agreed "Y et the readings the sensor array did obtain indicate no mgjor advancesin the
Achuultani's genera technology, which suggests their wegponry aso has not advanced sgnificantly.”

"l dmost wish there were signs of advances,” Colin fretted. "'l just can't accept that they haven't got
something new after sixty thousand yeard"

"It is, indeed, abnormd by human standards, g, but entirely consstent with surviving evidence from
previousincursons.”

"Aye," Jltanith agreed, diding degper into the hot water with afrown, "yet ill'tis scarce credible, Dahak.
How may any race spend such time 'pon war and killing and bring no new wegponsto their task?!

"Unknown," the computer replied so camly Coalin grimaced. Despite Dahak's self-awareness, he had yet
to develop ahuman-sized imagination.

"Okay, so what do we know?"

"The data included in the transmission confirm reports from the arrays previoudy destroyed. In addition,
while no tactica information was obtained, sensor readings indicate that the Achuultani's maximum
attainable sublight velocity is scarcely half as great asthat of thisvessel, which suggests at least one mgjor



tactica advantage for our own units, regardless of comparative weaponry. Further, we have reconfirmed
their reatively low speed in hyper, aswell. At their present rate of advance, they will reach Sol in
two-point-three years, as originally projected.”

True, but I'm not too happy about the way they camein. Do we know if they tried to examine any of the
other sensor arrays?"

"Negative, Captain. A hypercom of the power mounted by these array's has a maximum omni-directional
range of lessthan three hundred light-years. The reports of al previoudy destroyed sensor arrayswere
relayed viathetertiary phalanx arrays and consisted solely of confirmation that they had been destroyed
by Achuultani vessels. Thisisthefirg direct transmission we have recelved and contains far more
observationd data."

"Yeah." Colin pondered amoment "Buit it doesn’'t match very well with whét little we know about their
operationa patterns, now doesit?'

"It does not, Sir. According to the records, normal Achuultani tactics should have been to destroy the
array immediately upon detection.”

"That’ swhat | mean. We were dead lucky any of the arrays were still around to tell usthey're coming,
but | can't help thinking the Imperium was abit too clever in the way it set these things up. Sucking them
in closefor better readingsisdl very wel, but these guyswere after information of their own. What if
they change tactics or speed up on us because they figure someone's waiting for them?”

"Methinksthy concern may be over great,” Jitanith said after amoment " Certes, they needs must know
some power did place sentinesto ward its borders, yet what knowledge else have they gained? How
shall they guess where those borderstruly lie or when their ships may crossthem? Given o little, il
must they search each star they pass.”

Colin tugged on his nose some more, then nodded abit unhappily. It made sense, and there wasn't
anything he could do abouit it even if Jiltanith were wrong, but it was hisjob to worry. Not that he'd
asked for it.

| guessyoureright." He sighed. "Thanks for the report, Dahak."
"Y ou are welcome, Captain,” the starship said, and Colin shook himsdlf, then grinned at Jlitanith.

"Looking forward to sickbay, Tanni?' He put an edge of malicious humor into hisvoice as an anodyne
agang their worries.

"Hast an uncommon low sense of humor, Colin," she said darkly, accepting the change of subject witha
smileof her own. "Solong as| do recdl have | awaited this day—yea, and seldom with true hope mine
eyesmight seeit. Yet now'tis close upon me, and if truth be known, there lies some shadow of fear within
my heart. It ismost unmeet in thee so to tease me over it."

"I know," he admitted wickedly, "but itstoo much fun to stop."

She snorted and shook adripping fist at him, yet there was empathy aswell aslaughter in his green eyes.
Jhanith had been achild, her muscles and skeleton too immature for the full bioenhancement Battle
Fleet's personnel enjoyed, when the mutiny organized by Fleet Captain (Engineering) Anu marooned
Dahak in Earth orbit and the starship's crew on Earth. The millennia-long struggle her father had led
againgt Anu had kept her from receiving it Snce, for the medicd facilities aboard the sublight parasite
battleship Nergal had been unableto provideit. Jitanith had received the neural computer feeds, sensory



boosters, and regenerative trestments before the mutiny, but those were the easy parts, and Colin was
fresh enough from his own enhancement to understand her anxieties perfectly...and tease her to ease
them.

"Bawcock, thou'lt crow too loud one day.”
"Nope. I'm the captain, and rank—"
"—hath its privileges,' she brokein, shaking her head ominoudy. That phrase shdl haunt thee."

"I don’t doubt it" He smiled down at her, tempted to shuck off hisown uniform and join her... if he
hadn’t been abit afraid of where it might lead Not that he had any objection to where it could lead, but
there was plenty of time (assuming they lived beyond the next two years), and that was one complication
neither of them needed right now.

"Wadl, gotta get back to the office," he said instead. "And you, Madam X O, should get back to your own
quarters and catch some deep. Trust me—Dahak’ sidea of adow convalescence from enhancement isn't
exactly the same asyoursor mine.”

"Of thine, mayhap," she said swestly.

I’1l remember that when you start moaning for sympathy." He drew histoes from the tub and activated a
gmall portion of hisown biotechnics. The water floated off hisfeet on the skin of arepelent forcefield,
and he shook the drops away and pulled on his socks and gleaming boots.

"Serioudy, Tanni, get somerest. You'll need it”

"Intruth, | doubt thee not,” she sighed, wiggling in the hottub, "yet till doth this seem heaven'sforetaste,
I’ll tarry yet awhile, methinks.”

"Go ahead," he said with another smile, and stepped off the edge of the balcony onto awaiting presser. It
floated him gently to the atrium floor, and hisimplant force fidldswere an invisble umbrdlaas he
splashed through the rain to the door/hatch on the far side of his private park.

It opened at his approach, and he stepped through it into ayawning, brightly lit void over athousand
kilometers deep. He'd braced himsdlf for it yet he knew he appeared less calm than he would have
liked—and felt even less cam than he managed to look as he plunged downward at an ingtantly attained
velocity of just over twenty thousand kilometers per hour.

Dahak had stepped histransit shafts speed down out of deference to his captain and Terra-born crew,
though Colin knew the computer truly didn't comprehend why they felt such terror. It was bad enough
aboard the gar-ship's sublight parasites, yet the biggest of those warships massed scarcely eighty
thousand tons. In something that tiny, there was barely timeto fed afraid before the journey was over,
but even at this speed it would take dmost ten minutes to cross Dahak's titanic hull, and the lack of any
subjective sense of movement made it dmost worse.

Y et the captain's quarters were scarcely a hundred kilometers from Command One—a mere nothing
aboard Dahak—and the entire journey took only elghteen seconds. Which was no more than seventeen
seconds too long, Colin reflected as he came to a sudden hah. He stepped shakily into a carpeted
corridor, glad none of his crew were present to note the dight give in his knees as he approached
Command One's massive hatch.

The three-headed dragon of Dahak's hasrelief crest looked back from it across the starburst cradled in
itsraised forepaws. Its eyes trangfixed him for amoment, fierce with thefiddity which had outlasted



millennia, and then the hatch—fifteen centimeters of Imperia battle stedl duck—did open, and another
dozen hatches opened and closed in succession as he passed through them to Command Oné'svast, dim
phere.

The command consoles seemed to float in interstellar space, surrounded by the breathtaking perfection
of Dahak's holographic projections. The nearest tars moved visibly, but the artificidity of the projection
was all too apparent if one thought about it. Dahak was tearing through space under maximum
Enchanach Drive; at seven hundred and twenty times light-speed, direct observation of the cosmos
would have been distorted, to say the very least.

"The Captain ison the bridge," Dahak intoned, and Colin winced. He was going to have to do something
about this mania Dahak had developed for protecting his commander's precious dignity!

The half-dozen members of Colin's skeleton bridge watch, Imperials al, began to stand, but he waved
them back and crossed to the captain's console. Trackless stars drifted beneath his boots, and Fleet
Commander Tarn-man, his Tactical officer and third in command, rose from the couch before it

"Captan,” he said asformally as Dahak, and Colin gave up for the moment.

| have the con, Commander.” He dipped into the vacated couch, and it squirmed under him asit adjusted
to the contours of hisbody. There was no need for Tamman to give him a status report; his own neura
feed to the console was dready doing that.

Hewatched thetactica officer retireto his own station with asmall, fond smile. Tamman was Jltanith's
contemporary, one of the fourteen Imperid "children” from Nergals crew to survive the desperate assault
on Anu'senclave. All of them had joined Colin in Dahak, and he was damned thankful they had. Unlike
his Terra-born, they could tie directly into their computers and run them the way the Imperium had
intended, providing asmadl, reliable core of enhanced officersto ride herd on the hundred pardoned
mutineers who formed the hub of his current crew. In time, Dahak would enhance and educate his
Terra-born to the same standard, but with acomplement of over a hundred thousand, it was going to
take even his facilitiesawnhileto finish the task.

Colin MacIntyre reclined in his comfortable command couch, and his small smile faded as he watched the
stars sweep towards him and the deek, deadly shapes of Achuultani starships floated behind his eyes
once more. The report from the sensor array replayed itself again and again, like some endless recording
loop, and it filled him with dread. He'd known they were coming; now held "seen” them for himsdlf. They
were real, now, and so was the horrific task he and his people faced.

Dahak was more than twenty-seven light-years from Earth, but the nearest Imperia Fleet base had been
over two-hundred light-years from Sol when Dahak arrived to orbit Earth. The Imperium proper lay far
beyond that, yet despite the distances and the threat sweeping steadily towards his home world, they'd
had no choice but to come, for only the Imperium might offer the aid they desperately needed to save
that home world from those oncoming starships.

But Dahak had been unable to communicate with the Imperium for over fifty thousand years. What if
there no longer was an Imperium?

It was agrim question they seldom discussed, one Colin tried hard not to ask even of himsdlf, yet it beat
in hisbrain incessantly, for Dahak had repaired his hypercom once the spares he needed had been
reclaimed from the mutineers Antarctic enclave. HEd been cdling for help from the moment those
repairs were made—indeed, he was calling even now.

And like the sensor arrays, he had received no reply at dl.



Chapter Two

Lieutenant Governor Horus, late cgptain of the mutinous sublight battleship Nergal and current viceroy of
Earth, muttered a heartfelt curse as he sucked hiswounded thumb.

He lowered his hand and regarded the wreckage sourly. He'd worked with Terran equipment for
centuries, and he knew how fragileit was. Unfortunately, Imperia technology was becoming available
again, and he'd forgotten the intercom on his desk was Terran-made.

His office door opened, and General Geradd Hatcher, head of the Chiefs of Staff of Planet Earth
(assuming they ever got the organization set up), poked his head in and eyed the splintered intercom

pand.

"If you want to attract my attention, Governor, it's smpler to buzz me than to use srens.”

"Srens?'

"Well, that’ swhat | thought | heard when my intercom screamed. Did that panel do something, or were
you just pissed off?"

Terran humans,” Horus said fedingly, "are pretty damned smart-mouthed, aren't they?"

"One of our more endearing traits.” Hatcher smiled at Jiltanith's father and sat down. "I takeit you did
want to see me?"'

"Yes" Horuswaved astack of printout "Y ou've seen these?!

"What are—" Horus stopped waving, and Hatcher craned his neck to read the header. He nodded "Y ep.
What about them?"*

"According to these, the military amagamation isamonth behind schedule, that’ swhat," Horus began,
then paused and studied Hatcher's expression. "Why don't you look surprised or embarrassed or
something, Generd?"

"Because we're ahead of where | expected to be," Hatcher said and Horus sat back with aresigned sigh
as he saw thetwinklein hiseye. Gerad Hatcher, he sometimes thought, had adapted entirely too well to
the presence of extra-terrestrials on hisworld.

"l suppose,” the general continued unabashedly, “that | shouldvetold you weve ddliberatdly set a
schedule no one could make. That way we've got an excuse to scream at people, however well dielre
doing." He shrugged "Ifs not nice, but when afour or five-star genera screamsat you, you usudly
discover afew gearsyou weren't using. Wonderful thing, screaming.”

"l see." Horus regarded him with ameasuring eye. "Y ou're right—you should've told me. Unlessyou're
planning on screaming & me?”!

"Perish the thought," Hatcher murmured.
I'mrelieved” Horus said dryly. "But should | take it you're actudly satisfied, then?”

"Given that we're trying to merge military command structures which, however closely dlied were never
redly desgned for it, Frederick, Vassly and | are pleased at how quickly it's moving, but time's mighty
ghort.”

Horus nodded Sir Frederick Amesbury, Vassly Chernikov, and Hatcher formed what Vassily wasfond



of cdling Horuss military troika, and they were working like demons at their al but impossible task, but
they had barely two years before the first Achuultani scout forces could be expected.

"Whets the worst bottleneck?' he asked.

"The Asian Alliance, of course." Hatcher made awry face. "Our deadline hasn't quite run out, and they
gill haven't gotten off the fence and decided whether to fight usor join us. It'sirritating as hell, but not
surprising. | don’t think Marsha Tsen's decided to oppose us actively, but he's certainly dragging his
feet, and none of the other Alliance military typeswill make amove until he commits himself.”

"Why not demand that the Alliance remove him, then?' It was aquestion, but it didn't really sound like
one.

"Because we can't HeE's not just their top man; he's dso the best they have. They know it, too, and so
much of their politica leadership wasin Anus pocket—and got killed when you took out the
enclave—that he'sthe only man the Alliance military still trusts. And however much he may hate us, he
hates uslessthan alot of hisjuniorsdo." Hatcher shrugged "We've asked him to meet us face-to-face,
and at least he's accepted. Well just have to do our best with him, and he's smart, Horus. HEll come
around once he gets past the idea that the West has somehow conquered him.”

Horus nodded again. All three of his senior generdswere "Westerners' asfar as Tsien and his people
were concerned The fact that Anu and his mutineers had manipulated Terran governments and terrorist
groupsto play the First and Third Worlds off against one another was just beginning to percolate
through Western brains; it would be awhile yet before the other side could accept it on an emotiond
basis. Some groups, like the rdligious crackpots who had run places like Iran and Syria, never would,
and their militaries had Smply been disarmed. .. not, unhappily, without casudties.

"Besides," Hatcher went on, Tsen is their senior commander, and well need him. If we're going to make
thiswork, we don't have any choice but to integrate our people and their people—no, scratch that we
haveto integrate dl of Earth’s military people into a single command structure. We can’t impose
non-Asian officers on the Alliance and expect it to work."

"All right" Horus tossed the printout back into hisIN basket. I’ [l make mysdf availableto seehimif you
think it’'Il help; otherwise, I'll stay out of it and let you handleit. I ve got enough other headaches.”

"Don't | know it. Frankly, I wouldn't trade jobs with you on a bet.”
"Y our sdlflessness overwhelms me," Horus murmured, and Hatcher smiled again.
How'stheret of it going?'

"Aswadll as can be expected” Horus shrugged | wish we had about a thousand times as much Imperid
equipment, but the Situation'simproving now that the orbita industrid units Dahak |eft behind are hitting
their stride.

A lot of their capacity’ s il going into replicating themsalves, and I’ ve diverted some of their
weapons-manufacturing tonnage to planetary construction equipment, but we should be dl right. It'sa
geometric progression, you know; that’ s one of the opportunities of automated units that don’t need
niggling littlethingslikefood or rest.

"We're just about on schedul e setting up the tech base Anu brought down with him, and the part Dahak
landed directly is up and running, We re hitting afew snags, but that's predictable when you set about
budding awhole new indudtria infrastructure. Actudly, itsthe planetary defense centersthat worry me



mos<t, but Geb's on that."

Geb, once Nergal’s chief Engineer and currently asenior member of the thirty-man (and woman)
Panetary Council helping Horus run the planet, was working nine-teen-hour days as Earth’ s chief
congtruction boss. Hatcher didn't envy his exhausting task. Therewere dl too few Imperidsavailableto
run the congtruction equipment they adready had, and if purely Terran equipment was taking up alot of
the dack, that wasrather like using coolie labor in light of their monumenta task.

Geb and Horus had rejected the idea of reconfiguring Imperia equipment—or building new—to permit
operation by unenhanced Terra-born. Imperia machinery was designed for operators whose implants let
them interface directly with it, and dtering it would degrade its efficiency. Moreto the point, by thetime
they could adapt any sizable amount of equipment, they should be producing enhanced Terra-born in
aufficient numbersto make it unnecessary.

Which reminded Horus of another point.
"We're ready to start enhancing nonmilitary people, too."
"You are?' Hatcher brightened. That's good news."

"Yes, but it only makes another problem worse. Everyone we enhanceis going to be out of action for at
least amonth—more probably two or three—while they get the hang of their implants. So every timewe
enhance one of our top people, welose him for that long."

Tell me about it," Hatcher said sourly. "Do you redize—well, of course you do. But it's sort of
embarrassing for the brass to be such wimps compared to their personnel. Remember my aide, Allen
Germaine?' Horus nodded. "I dropped by the Walter Reed enhancement center to see him yesterday.
There he was, happily tying knotsin quarter-inch steel rods for practice, and therel sat in my
middle-aged body, feding incredibly flabby. | used to think | was pretty fit for my age, too, damnit! And
helll be back in the office in another few weeks. That’ s going to be even more depressing.”

"I know." Horuss eyes twinkled "But you're just going to have to put up with it | can't spare any of my
chiefsof saff for enhancement until you get this show firmly on theroad.”

"Now ther€e's an efficiency motivator!”

"lan't it just?" Horus murmured wickedly. " And speaking of getting things on the road how do you fedl
about the defensive ingtallations I've proposed?”

"Fromwhat | understand of the technology, it looks pretty good, but 1'd feel better If we had more depth
to our orbital defenses. I've been reading over the operational data Dahak downloaded—and that's
another thing. | want aneurd link of my own—and I'm not happy about how much the Achuultani seem
to like kinetic wegpons. Can wereally stop something the size of, say, Ceres, if they put shiddson it
before they throw it a us?'

"Geb says so, but it could take alot of warheads. That’ s why we need so many launchers.”

"Fine, but if they settlein for amethodica attack, they’ Il start by picking off our peripheral wegponsfirg.
That' s classic Sege strategy with any weaponry, and it'saso why | want more depth, to alow for
attrition of the orbitd forts™

"Agreed. But we haveto put the inner defensesinto postion first, which iswhy 1'm sweating the PDC
congtruction rates. They're what’' s going to produce the planetary shield, and we need their missle
batteriesjust as badly. Not even Imperid energy weapons can punch through atmosphere very efficiently,



and when they do, they play merry hell with little thingslike jet streams and the ozone layer. That’ sone
reason it’s easier to defend nice, airless moons and asteroids.”

"Urn-hum." Hatcher plucked at histip. I'm afraid I've been too buried in troop movements and command
structures to spend as much time as1'd like boning up on hardware. Vassily’ s our nuts-and-bolts man.
But am | correct in assuming your problems are in the hyper launchers?!

"Right the first time. Since we can't rely on beams, we need missiles, but missiles have problems of their
own. AsColinisoverly fond of pointing out, there are dways tradeoffsl .

"Sublight missiles can be fired from anywhere, but they're vulnerable to interception, especialy over
interplanetary ranges. Hyper missiles can't be intercepted, but they can't be bunched from atmosphere,
ether. Even air has mass, and the exact mass ahyper missletakesinto hyper with it iscritica to whereit
reenters normal space.

That'swhy warships preposition their hyper missilesjust insde their shields before they launch.”

Hatcher leaned forward, listening carefully. Horus had been amissile speciaist before the mutiny;
anything he had to say on this subject was something the genera wanted to heer.

"We can't do that from aplanet Oh, we could, but planetary shields aren't like warship shields. Not on
habitable planets, anyway. Shield density isafunction of shield areg; after apoint, you can't makeit any
denser, no matter how much power you put into it To maintain sufficient density to stop redly large
kinetic wegpons, our shield is going to have to contract well into the mesosphere. We can stop most
smaller weapons from outside atmosphere, but not the big bastards, and we can't count on avoiding
heavy kinetic attack. In fact that's exactly what we're likely to be under if we do need to launch from
planetary bases.”

"And if the shield contracts, the missileswould be outside it where the Achuultani could pick them off,"
Hatcher mused.

"Exactly. So we have to plan on going hyper straight from launch, and that means we need launchersbig
enough to contain the entire hyper field—just over three timesthe size of the missles—or esetheir drives
will take chunks out of the defense center when they depart” Horus shrugged. " Since aheavy hyper
missile's about forty meterslong and the launcher hasto be airtight with provision for high-speed
evacuation of atmosphere, were talking some pretty serious engineering just to build the damned things.”

"l see." Hatcher frowned thoughtfully. "How far behind schedule are you, Horus? We're going to need
those batteriesto cover our orbital defenses whatever happens.”

"Oh, were not redlly in trouble yet Geb alowed for some dippagein hisorigina plans, and he dunks he
can make it up once he gets more Imperia equipment on line. Give us another six months and we should
be back on schedule. By Dahak's |east favorable estimate, we've got two years before the Achuultani
arrive, and we should only belooking at athousand or so scoutsin the first wave. If we can hurt them
badly enough, well have another year or S0 to extend the defenses before the main fleet gets here.
Hopefully, well have more warships of our own by then, too."

"Hopefully," Hatcher agreed. Hetried to radiate confidence, but he and Horus both knew, they had an
excellent chance of beating off the Achuultani scouts, but unless Colin found the help they needed, Earth
had no hope a al againgt the main incursion.

The cold winter wind and dark, cloudy sky over Talyuan's concrete runways struck Marshd Tsen
Tao-ling as an gppropriate mirror for his own mood Impassive and bulky in his uniform grestcoat, TSen



had headed the military machine of the Asan Alliance for twelve tumultuous years, and he had earned
that post through decisiveness, dedication, and sheer ability. His authority had been virtualy absolute, a
rarething in this day and age. Now that same authority was fake achain of iron, dragging him
remorselessy towards a decision he did not want to make.

Inlessthan fifty years, hisnation had unified al of Asiathat mattered—aside from the Japanese and
Filipinos, and they scarcely counted as Asians any longer. The task had been neither cheap nor easy, nor
had it been bloodless, but the Alliance had built amilitary machine even the West was forced to respect
Much of that building had been his own work, the fruit of his sworn oath to defend his people, the Party,
and the State, and now his own decison might well bring al that effort, dl that sacrifice, to nothing.

Oh, yes, he thought, lengthening his stride, these are the proper skiesfor me.

General Quang scurried after him, his high-pitched voice fighting alosing battlewith thewind TSenwasa
huge man, dmost two metersin hisbare feet, and anative of Y unnan Province. Quang was both
diminutive and Vietnamese, and dl rhetoric about Asian Solidarity notwithstanding, therewas very little
love lost between the Southern Chinese and their Vietnamese "brothers.” Thousands of years of mutual
hostility could not be forgotten that easily, nor could Vietnam's years as a Soviet proxy be easily forgiven,
and the fact that Quang was amerely marginaly competent whiner with powerful Party connections only
madeit worse.

Quang broke off, puffing with exertion, and the marsha smiled inwardly. He knew the smaler man
resented how ridiculous he looked trying to match his own long-legged stride, which waswhy he took
painsto emphasize it whenever they met Y et what bothered him most just now, he admitted, was hearing
afool tike Quang say so many things he had thought himself.

And what of me? Tsen frowned at his own thoughts. | am a servant of the Party, sworn to protect the
State, yet what am | to do when hdf the Central Committee has vanished? Can it be true so many of
them were traitors—not just to the State but to al humanity? Y et where else have they gone? And how
am | to choose when my own decision has suddenly become so all important?

He looked up at the deek vehicle waiting on the taxi way. Its bronze-sheened aloy gleamed dully in the
cloudy afternoon, and the olive-brown-skinned woman beside its open hatch was not quite
Orienta-looking. The sght touched him with something he seldom felt uncertainty. Which made him think
again of what Quang had been saying. He sighed and paused, keeping hisface utterly impassive with the
ease of long practice.

"Generd, your words are not new. They have been considered, by your government and mine'—what
remains of them, idiot—"and the decision has been made. Unless histerms are utterly beyond reason, we
will comply with the demands of this Planetary Governor.” For now, at least.”

The Party has not been well-advised,” Quang muttered. Itisatrick."

"A trick, Comrade Generd?' Taen'ssmal smilewaswintry asthewind. "Y ou have, perhaps, noticed
that thereisno longer amoon in our night skies? It has, perhaps, occurred to you that anyone with a
warship of that size and power has no need of trickery? If it has not, reflect upon this, Comrade
Generd." He nodded in the direction of the waiting Imperid cutter. "That vehicle could reduce thisentire
base to rubble, and nothing we have could even find it, much lessstop it. Do you truly believe that the
West, with hundreds of even more powerful weapons now at its digposal, could not disarm us by force
asthey dready have those maniacsin Southwest Asa?’

llBut_ll



" Spare me your comments, Comrade Genera,” Tsen said heavily. Especiadly sncethey are so closeto
my own doubts. | have ajob to do, and you makeit no easier. "We have two choices: comply, or be
deprived of the poor weaponswe still possess. It is possible they are honest, that this danger they speak
of isred. If that istrue, resistance would spell far worsefor al of usthan disarmament and occupation. If
they arelying, then at least we may have the opportunity to observe their technology at first hand,
possibly even to gain accessto it oursalves.”

llBut_ll

"I will not repeat mysdlf, Comrade Generd." Tsen's voice was suddenly soft, and Quang paled. It isbad
enough when junior officers question orders; | will not tolerateit in generd officers. Isthat clear,
Comrade Generd?"

"I-1tis," Quang managed, and Tsien raised an eyebrow over one arctic eye. Quang swallowed.
"Comrade Marshal," he added quickly.

"I am relieved to hear it," Tsen said more pleasantly, and waked towards the cutter once more. Quang
followed slently, but the marsha could fed the man's resentment and resistance. Quang and those like
him, particularly those with abase in the Party, were dangerous. They were quite capable of doing
something utterly stupid, and the marshal made amenta note to have Quang quietly reassigned to some
less sengitive duty. Command of the air patrols and SAM bases covering the Sea of Japan, perhaps. That
once prestigious post had become utterly meaningless, but it might take Quang afew monthsto redizeit

And in the meantime, Tsen could get on with what mattered. He did not know the American Hatcher
who spoke for the... beings who had seized control of Earth, but he had met Chernikov. Hewas a
Russian, and so, by definition, not to be trusted, but his professionalism had impressed Tsen dmost
againg hiswill, and he seemed to respect Hatcher and the Englishman, Amesbury. Perhaps Hatcher was
truly sincere. Perhaps his offer of cooperation, of an equal sharein this new, planet-wide military
organization, was genuine. There had, after dl, been fewer outrageous demands by his palitical mastersin
the "Planetary Council” than Tsen had feared. Perhaps that was agood sign.

It had better be. dl he had said to Quang was correct; the military position made resistance hopeless. Y et
that had been true before in Asias history, and if these Westerners meant to make effective use of Asas
vast manpower, some of their new military technology must fall into Asan hands.

Tsen had used that argument with dozens of frightened, angry juniors, yet he was not certain he believed
it, and it irritated him to be unsure whether his own doubts were rational or emotional. After so many
years of enmity, it was difficult to think with cold logic about any proposa from the West, yet in hisheart
of hearts, he could not believe they were lying. The scope of their present advantage was too
overwhelming. They were too anxious, too concerned over the approach of these " Achuultani,” for the
threat to be an invention.

Hiswaiting pilot saluted and allowed him to precede her into the cutter, then settled behind her controls.
The smdl, slent vehicle bulleted upward, then darted away, springing instantly forward at eight timesthe
speed of sound. There was no sense of acceleration, yet Tsen felt another welght—the weight of
inevitability—pressing down upon his soul. Thewind of change was blowing, sweeping over dl thisworld
like atyphoon, and resistance would be awall of straw before it Whatever Quang and hisilk feared,
whatever he himsdf thought, they must ride that wind or perish.

And at least China’s culture was ancient and there were two billion Chinese. If the promises of this
Planetary Council were genuine, if al citizenswere to enjoy equa accessto wedth and opportunity, that
fact donewould give his people tremendous influence.



He smiled to himsdlf. Perhaps these glib Westerners had forgotten that Chinaknew how to conquer
invadersit could not defeat.

Chapter Three

Gerdd Hatcher and hisfellows rose courteoudy as Marsha Tsen entered the conference room, his
shoulders straight and hisface impassive. He was abig bastard for a Chinese, Hatcher reflected, taller
even than Vassily, and broad enough to make two of Hatcher himsdif.

"Marshd," he said, holding out hishand Taen took it with the briefest of hesitations, but hisgrip wasfirm.
Thank you for coming wont you sit down, please?"

Tdenwaited ddliberately for his"hogts' to find seatsfirst, then sat and laid his briefcase nearly onthe
table. Hatcher knew Frederick and Vassly wereright in ingsting that he, asthe sole charter member of
Earth's new Supreme Chiefs of Staff with no prior connection to the Imperials, must serve astherr chief,
but he wished he could disagree. This hard-faced, silent man was the most powerful single serving
military officer on the planet, critical to their success, and he did not—to say the least—Il ook cheerful.

"Marshd," Hatcher said findly, "we asked you to meet us so that we could spesk without the. .. pressure
of acivilian presence—yours or ours. We wont ask you to strike any'deals behind your leaders backs,
but there are certain pragmatic redlities we must al race. In that regard, we appreciate the difficulties of
your position. We hope—" he looked levelly into the dark, unreadable eyes"—that you appreciate ours,
aswdl."

"| appreciate,” Tsen sad, "that my government and otherswhichit is pledged to defend have been issued
an ultimatum.”

Hatcher hid awince. The marshals precise, accentless English made his amost tonel ess words even more
unpromising, but they aso showed him one possible approach, and he reached for it before prudence
could change hismind.

"Very well, Marsha Tsen, I'll accept your terminology. In fact, | agree with your interpretation.” He
thought he saw aflicker of surprise and continued evenly. "But we're military men. We know what can
happen if that ultimatum isrejected, and, | hope, we're dso dl redists enough to accept the truth,
however unpaatable, and do our best to live with it."

"Y our pardon, Generd Hatcher,” TsSien said, "but your countries truth seems somewhat more paatable
than that which you offer mine or our dlies. Our Adan alies. | see here an American, a ConEuropean, a
Russian—I do not see a Chinese, aKorean, an Indian, aThai, a Cambodian, aMaaysian. | do not even
see one of your own Japanese.”" He shrugged e oquently.

"No, you don't—yYet," Hatcher said quietly, and TS en's eyes sharpened. "However, Genera Tama, Chief
of the Imperia Japanese Staff, will be joining us as soon as he can hand over his present duties. So will
Vice Admira Hawter of the Royal Audtrdian Navy. It isour hope that you, too, will join us, and that you
will nominate three additional members of this body."

"Three?' Tden frowned dightly. Thiswas more than he had expected. It would mean four membersfrom
the Alliance againg only five from the Western powers. But wasit enough? He rubbed the tabletop with
athoughtful finger. That is scarcely an equitable digtribution in light of the populaionsinvolved, and
ye—"

Hisvoicetraled off, and Hatcher edged into the possible opening.



"If you will consider the nations the men | mentioned represent, | believe you'l be forced to admit that the
representation is not inequitablein light of the actua balance of military power." He met TSen'seyes
again, hoping the other could see the sincerity in hisown. The marshd didn't agree, but neither did he
disagree, and Hatcher went on deliberately.

| might aso remind you, Marsha Tsien, that you do not and will not see any representative of the
extreme Idamic blocs here, nor any First World hard-liners. Y ou say we represent Western Powers, and
S0, by birth, we do. But we sit here as representatives of Fleet Captain Horusin his capacity asthe
Lieutenant Governor of Earth, and of the five men I've named, only Marsha Chernikov and Genera
Tama—both of whom have long-standing personal and family connections with the Imperid s—were
among the chiefs of staff of their nations. We face adanger such asthis planet has never known, and our
only purposeisto respond to that danger. Towards this end, we have stepped outside traditiona chains
of command in making our salections. Y ou are the most senior officer welve asked to join us, and | might
point out that we've asked you to join us. If we must, we will—as you are well aware we can—compel
your obedience, but what we want isyour alliance."

"Perhgps" Tsen said, but his voice was thoughtful.

"Marshd, theworld aswe have known it no longer exists," the American said softly. "We may regret that
or gpplaud it, but it isafact. | won't lieto you. Weve asked you to join us because we need you. We
need your people and your resources, as dlies, not vassds, and you're the one man who may be ableto
convince your governments, your officers, and your men of that fact. We offer you afull and equal
partnership, and we're prepared to guarantee equa accessto Imperia technology, military and civilian,
and complete loca autonomy. Which, | might add, is no more than our own governments have been
guaranteed by Governor Maclntyre and Lieutenant Governor Horus."

"And what of the past, General Hatcher?' Tsien asked levelly. "Areweto forget five centuries of
Western imperidism? Areweto forget the unfair distribution of the world's wedth? Are we, as some
have" his eyes shifted dightly in Chernikov’ sdirection, to forget our commitment to the Revolution in
order to accept the authority of agovernment not even of our own world?

"Yes Marshd," Hatcher said equally levely, that's precisaly what you are to forget. We wont pretend
those things never happened, yet you're known as a student of history. Y ou know how Chinas neighbors
have suffered at Chinese hands over the centuries. We can no more undo the past thanyour own people
could, but we can offer you an equd sharein building the future, assuming this planet has oneto build.
And that, Marshd Tsen, isthe crux: if we do not join together, there will be no future for any of us."

"S0. Y et you have said nothing of how this... body will be organized. Nine members. They areto hold
co-equa authority, at least in theory?' Hatcher nodded, and the marshal rubbed his chin, the gesture
oddly delicate in so large aman. That seems overly large, Comrade Generd. Could it be that you intend
to—I believe theterm is ‘pad—it to present the appearance of equality while holding the true power in
your own hands?’

"It could be, but it isn’t Lieutenant Governor Horus has afar more extengve military background than
any of usand will act ashisown minister of defense. The function of thisbody will beto serve ashis
advisors and assstants. Each of uswill have specific duties and operationa responsbilities—there will be
more than enough of those to go around, | assure you—and the position of Chief of Staff will rotate.”

"l see." Tden hid his hands on his briefcase and studied his knuckles, then looked back up. "How much
freedomwill | havein making my nominations?"

"Complete freedom." Hatcher very carefully kept hishope out of hisvoice. "The Lieutenant Governor



aonewill decide upon their acceptability. If any of your nominees are regjected, you'll be freeto make
fresh nominations until candidates mutualy acceptable to the Asan Alliance and the Lieutenant Governor
are sdlected. It ismy understanding that his sole criterion will be those officers willingnessto work as

part of hisown command team, and that he will evauate that willingness on the basis of their affirmation
of loyaty under an Imperid lie detector.” He saw a spark of anger in TSen'seyes and went on
unhurriedly. "1 may add that al of uswill be required to demondtrate our own loydly in precisely the same
fashion and in the presence of dl of our fellows, including yourself and your nominees.”

The anger in TSen's hooded gaze faded, and he nodded dowly.

"Very well, Genera Hatcher, | am empowered to accept your offer, and | will do so. | caution you that |
do not agree without reservations, and that it will be difficult to convince many of my own officersto
accept my decision. It goes against the grain to surrender al we have fought for, whether it isto Western
powers or to powers from beyond the stars, yet you are at least partly correct The world we have
known has ended. Wewill join your efforts to save this planet and build anew. Not without doubts and
not without suspicion—you would not believe otherwise, unless you were fools—but because we must
.Y et remember this: more than half thisworld's population is Asan, gentlemen.”

"We understand, Marshal," Hatcher said softly.
"I believe you do, Comrade Generd," Tsen said with thefirg, faint ghost of asmile. "I believe you do.”

Life Councilor Geb brushed stone dust from histhick, white hair as yet another explosive charge
bellowed behind him. It was afutile gesture. The air wasthin, but the damnable dust made it seem alot
thicker, and his scalp was coated in fresh grit dmost before he lowered his hand

He watched another of the sublight parasites Dahak had |eft for Earth's defense—the destroyer Ardat,
he thought—hover above the seething dugt, her eight-thousand-ton hull dwarfed by the gaping hole which
would, when finished, contain control systems, magazines, shield generators, and al the other complex
support systems. Her tractors plucked up multi-ton dabs of amountain's bones, and then the ship lifted
away into the west, bearing yet another load of refuse to awatery gravein the Pecific. Even before
Ardat was out of sight, the Terra-born work crews swarmed over the newly-exposed surface of the
excavation in their breath masks, drills screaming asthey prepared the next series of charges.

Geb viewed the activity with mixed pride and distaste. This absolutely flat surface of raw stone had once
been the top of Ecuador's Mount Chimborazo, but that was before its selection to house Planetary
Defense Center Escorpion had seded the mountain's fate. The sublight battleships Shirhan and Escal
arrived two days later, and while Escal hovered over the towering peak, Shirhan activated her main
energy batteries and dabbed off the top three hundred meters of earth and stone. Escal caught the
megaton chunks of wreckage in her tractors while Shirhan worked, Ming them for her pressersto toss
out of the way into the ocean. It had taken the two battleships atotal of twenty-three minutes to produce
aleve stone mesajust under six thousand meters high, and then they'd departed to mutilate the next
mountain on their lis.

The congruction crews had moved in in their wake, and they had labored mightily ever snce. Imperid
technology had held the ecological effects of their [abors to aminimum impossible for purely Terran
resources, but Geb had seen Chimborazo before his henchmen arrived. The esthetic desecration of their
labors revolted him; what they had accomplished produced his pride.

PDC Escorpion, one of forty-six such bases going up across the surface of the planet, each a project
gargantuan enough to daunt the Pharaohs, and each with a completion deadline of exactly eighteen
months. It was an impossibletask... and they were doing it anyway.



He stepped aside as the whine of a gravitonic drive approached from one side. The stocky, olive-brown
Imperia at the power bore's controls nodded to him, but despite hisrank, he was only one more
rubber-necker in her way, and he backed further as she positioned her tremendous machine. She
checked the coordinatesin her inertia guidance systems againgt the engineers plat of the baseto be with
care, and an eye-searing dazzle flickered as she powered up the cutting head and brought it to bear.

The power bore floated arock-steady half-meter off the ground, and Geb'simplantstingled with the
torrent of focused energy. A hot wind billowed back from the rapidly sinking shaft, blowing athick plume
of powdered rock to join the choking pal hanging over the site, and he stepped still further back.
Another thunderous explosion burst in on him, and he shook his head, marveling at the demonic energy
loosed upon this hapless mountain. Every safety regulation in the book—Imperia and Terran dike—had
been relaxed to the brink of insanity, and the furious labor went on day and night, rain and sun,
twenty-four hoursaday. It might stop for a hurricane; nothing lesswould be permitted to interfere.

It was bad enough for his Imperias, he thought, watching the dust-caked woman concentrate, but at least
they had their biotechnicsto support them. The Terra-born did not, and their primitive equipment
required far more of pure muscle to begin with. But Horus had less than five thousand Imperids, barely
three thousand of them could be released to construction projects, and the PDCs were only one of the
clamorous needs Geb and his assistants had to meet somehow. With enhanced personnd and their
machinery spread so thin, he had no choice but to call upon the primitive substitutes Earth could provide.
At least he could lift in equipment materials, and fuel on tractors as needed.

A one-man grav scooter grounded beside him. Tegran, the senior Imperial on the Escorpion
site, climbed on it to slog through the blowing dust to Geb's side and pushed up hisgogglesto
watch the power boreat work.

Tegran was much younger, biologically, at least, than Geb, but hisface was gaunt, and he'd lost
weight since coming out of stasis. Geb wasn't surprised. Tegran had never personally offended
against the people of Earth, but like most of the Imperialsfreed from Anu's stasisfacilities, he
was driving himself until he dropped to wash away the stigma of his pagt.

The cutting head died, and the power bore operator backed away from the vertical shaft. A
Terra-born, Imperial-equipped survey team scurried forward, instruments probing and
measuring, and itsleader lifted a hand, thumb raised in approval. The dust-cover ed woman
responded with the same gestur e and moved away, heading for the next site, and Geb turned to
Tegran.

"Nice" hesaid." | makethat abit under twenty minutesto drill a hundred-fifty-meter shaft.
Not bad at all."

"Um," Tegran said. Hewalked over to the edge of thefifty-meter-wide hole which would one
day house a hyper missile launcher and stood peering down at its glassy walls. " Its better, but |
can squeeze another four or five percent efficiency out of theboresif | tweak the softwar e a bit
more."

"Watt a minute, Tegran—you've already cut the margins mighty close!"

"You worry too much, Geb." Tegran grinned tightly. Ther e sa hefty safety factor built into the
components. If | drop the designed lifetimeto, say, three yearsinstead of twenty, | can goose
the equipment without risking personnd. And since we've only got two yearsto get dug in—"
He shrugged.

"All right,” Geb said after a momentsthought, " but get methefigures before you make any



mor e modifications.
And | want acopy of the software. If you can pull it off, I'll want al the Sitesto be ableto follow suit.”

"Fine," Tegran agreed, walking back to his scooter. Geb followed him, and the project boss paused as
he remounted "What's this | hear about nonmilitary enhancement?' he asked, histone eaborately casud.

Geb eyed him thoughtfully. A few other Imperias had muttered darkly over the notion, for the Fourth
Imperium had been an ancient civilization by Terran standards. Despite supralight travel, over-crowding
onitscentra planets had led to apolicy redricting full enhancement (and the multi-century lifespans which
went with it) solely to military personnd and colonists. Which, Geb reflected had been one reason the
Fleet never had trouble finding recruits even with minimum hitches of acentury and ahalf... and why
Horuss policy of providing full enhancement to every adult Terran, for dl intents and purposes, offended
the sengbilities of the puristsamong hisImperids.

Y et Geb hadn't expected Tegran to be one of them, for the project head knew better than most that
enhancing every sngle human on the planet, even if there had been timefor it, would leave them with far
too few peopleto stand off an Achuultani incursion.

"We dtarted thisweek,” he said finlly. "Why?"

"Wdlll..." Tegran looked back at the departing power bore, then waved expressively about the site. "l
just wanted to get my bid for them infirst. I've got ahell of ajob to do here, and—"

"Don't worry," Geb cut in, hiding hisrdief. "We need them everywhere, but the PDCs have ahigh
priority. | don't want anybody with implants standing idle, but I'll try to match the supply of operatorsto
the equipment you actudly have on hand.”

"Good!" Tegran readjusted his goggles and lifted his scooter ameter off the ground then grinned broadly
at hisboss. "These Terrans are greet, Geb. They work till they drop, then get back up and start al over
again. Enhance me enough of them, and I’ ll damned well build you another Dahak!"

Hewaved and vanished into the bedlam, and Geb smiled after him.

Hewas getting too old for this, Horusthought for no morethan thethree millionth time. He
yawned, then stretched and rose from behind hisdesk and collected hisiced tea from the
coaster. Caffeine dependency wasn't something the Imperium had gonein for, but he'd been
barely sxty when hearrived here. A lifetime of acculturation had taken itstoll.

He walked over to the windowed wall of his office atop White Tower and stared out over the bustling
nocturnal activity of Shepherd Center. The rocket plumes of the Terran space effort were athing of the
past, but the huge field was dmost too smdl for the Imperid auxiliaries and bigger sublight
ships—destroyers, cruisers, battleships, and transports—which thronged it now. And thiswas only one
of the mgjor bases. The largest, admittedly, but only one.

Thefirst enhanced Terra-born crewmen weretraining in the simulators now. Within a month,
he'd have skeleton crewsfor most of the major units Dahak had left behind. In another six, he'd
have crewsfor the smaller shipsand pilotsfor thefighters. They'd be short on experience, but
they'd bethere, and they'd pick up experience quickly.

Maybe even quickly enough.

He sighed and took himsalf to task. Anxiety was acceptable-, depression was not, but it was hard to
avoid when he remembered the heedless, youthful passion which had pitted him in rebellion againgt the



Imperium.

TheFourth Imperium had arisen from the sole planet of the Third which the Achuultani had
missed. It had dedicated itself to the destruction of the next incursion with a militancy which
dwarfed Terran comprehension, but that had been seven millennia before Horus sbirth, and
the Achuultani had never come. And o, per haps, there were no Achuultani. Heresy.
Unthinkableto say it aloud. Y et the suspicion had gnawed at their brains, and they'd come to resent
the endless demands of their long, regimented preparation. Which explained, if it did not excuse, why the
discontented of Dahak's crew had lent themselves to the mutiny which brought them to Earth.

And so here they were, Horus thought, sipping iced teaand watching the moonless sky of theworld
which had become his own, with the resources of this single, primitive planet and whatever of Imperia
technology they could build and improvise in the time they had, lace-to-face with the bogey man they'd
decided no longer existed.

Six hillion people. Likethe clutter of ships below hiswindow, it seemed alot. .. until he compared it to
theimmensity of the foe sweeping towards them from beyond those distant sars.

He straightened his shoulders and stared up at the cold, clear chips of light So be it He had once
betrayed the Fleet uniform he wore, but now, at last, he faced hisrace’ ancient enemy. He faced it
ill-prepared and ill-equipped, yet the human race had survived two previousincursions. By the skin of
their racial teeth and the Maker's grace, perhaps, but they'd survived, which was more than any of their
prehistoric predecessors could say.

He drew adeep breath, his thoughts reaching out across the light-years to his daughter and Colin
Maclntyre. They depended upon him to defend their world while they sought the assistance Earth
needed, and when they returned—not if—there would be a planet here to greet them. He threw that to
the uncaring stars like a solemn vow and then turned his back upon them. He sat back down at his desk
and bent over the endless reams of reports once more.

Alheer va-Chanak's forehead crinkled in disgust as a fresh sneeze threatened. He wrigged on his
command pedestal, fighting the involuntary reflex, and heard the high-pitched buzz of his copilots
amusement—buried in the explosive eruption of the despised sneeze.

"Kreegor seize all colds! va-Chanak grunted, mopping his broad breathing dlits with a tissue.
Boghar's laughter buzzed in his ear as he lost the last vestige of control, and va-Chanak swiveled
his sensory cluster to bend a stern gaze upon him. "All very well for you, you unhatched grub!"” he
snarled, You'd probably think it was hilariousif it happened inside a vac suit?

"Certainty not," Boghar managed to return with a semblance of decent self-control. "Of course, |
did warn you not to spend so long soaking just before a departure.”

Va-Chanak suppressed an ignoble desire to throttle his copilot. The fact that Boghar was
absolutely right only made the temptation stronger, but these four- and five-month missions could
be pure torment for the amphibious Mersakah. And, he grumbled to himself, especially for a
fully-active sire like himself. Four thousand years of civilization was a frail shield against the
spawning urges of all pre-history, but where was he to find a compliant school of damsin an
asteroid extraction operation? Nowhere, that was bloody well where, and if he chose to spend a
few extra day parts soaking in the habitat's swamp sections, that should have been his own affair.

And would have been, he thought gloomily, if he hadn't brought this damned cold with him. Ah,
well! 1t would wear itself out, and a few more tours would give him a credit balance fit to attract
the finest dam. Not to mention the glamour which clung to spacefarersin groundlings eyes, and



An alarm squealed, and Alheer va-Chanak's sensory cluster snapped back to his instruments. All
three eyesirised wide in disbelief as the impossible readings registered.

"Kreegor takeit, look at that!" Roghar gasped beside him, but va-Chanak was already stabbing
at the communications console.

Mor e of the immense ships—ninety dinar long if they were a har—appeared out of nowhere,
materializing like fen fey from the nothingness of space. Scores of them—hundreds!

Roghar babbled away about first-contacts and alien life forms beside him, but even as he gabbled,
the copilot was spinning the extractor ship and aligning the main engines to kill velocity for
rendezvous. Va-Chanak left himto it, and his own mind burned with conflicting impul ses.
Disbelief. Awe. Wonder and delight that the Mersakah were not alone. Horror that it had been left
to himto play ambassador to the future which had suddenly arrived. Concern lest their visitors
misinterpret his fumbling efforts. Visions of immortality—and how the dams would react to this
—/

Hewas still punching up his communications gear when the closest Achuultani starship blew his
vessel out of existence.

The shattered wreckage tumbled away, and the Achuultani settled into their formation.
Normal-space drives woke, and the mammoth cylinders swept in-system, arrowing towards the
planet of Mers at twenty-eight percent of light-speed while their missile sections prepped their
weapons.

Chapter Four

The endless, twenty-meter-wide column of lightning fascinated him. 1t wasn't redlly lightning, but that was
how Vlad Chernikov thought of it, though the center of any Terran lightning bolt would be adead zone
besdeitstitanic dendty. Theforce field which channded it dso slenced it and muted itsterrible
brilliance, but Vlad had received hisimplants. His sensorsfelt it, like atide race of fire, even through the
field, and it awed him.

He turned away, folding his hands behind him as he crossed the huge chamber a Dahak's heart. Only
Command One and Two were aswdll protected, for this was the source of Dahak's magic. The starship
boasted three hundred and twelve fusion power plants, but though he could move and fight upon the
wings of their power, he required more than that to outspeed light itself.

Thishowling chain of power wasthat more. It was Dahak's core tap, atremendous, immateria funnel
that reached deep into hyperspace, connecting the ship to adimension of vastly higher energy states. It
dragged that limitless power in, focused and refined it, and directed it into the megaton mass of his
Enchanach Drive.

And with it, the drive worked its sorcery and created the perfectly opposed, converging gravity masses
which forced Dahak out of norma space in a series of instantaneous transpositions. It took ameasurable
length of time to build those masses between transpositions, but that interval was perceptible only to one
such as Dahak. A tiny, imperfect flaw the time stream of the cosmos never noticed.

Which was aswell. Should Dahak dwell in norma space any longer than that, catastrophe would bethe
lot of any star system he crossed As those fields converged upon his hull, he became ever so briefly more
meassive than the most massive star. Which waswhy shipsof hisilk did not use supralight speed within a



system, for theinitid activation and fina deactivation of the Enchanach Drive took much longer, atime
measured in microseconds, not femtoseconds. Anu had induced a drive failureto divert the starship from
to origina mission for "emergency repairs” andatiny error in Dahak's crippled return to sublight speeds
explained the irregularity of Pluto's orbit which had puzzled astronomersfor so long. Had it occurred
deep enough in Sols gravity well, the star might well have gone nova.

Chernikov plugged his neurd feed back into the engineering subsection of Dahak's computer net, and the
computers answered him with ajoyousness he was il getting used to. It was odd how dive, how

aware, those eectronic brains seemed and Baltan, his ex-mutineer assistant, insisted they had been far
less 50 before the mutiny.

Chernikov believed him, and he believed he understood the happiness which suffused the computer net.
Dahak had a crew once more—understrength, perhaps, by Imperia standards, but a crew—and that
was asit should be. Not just because he had been lonely, but because he needed them to provide that
critica eement in any warship: redundancy. It was dangerousfor so powerful aunit to be utterly
dependent upon its central computer, especialy when battle damage might cut Comp Cent off from
essential components of its tremendous hull.

So it was good that men had returned to Dahak at last. Epecialy now, when the very surviva of their
gpecies depended upon him.

"Attention on deck,” Dahak intoned as Colin entered the conference room, and he winced almost
imperceptibly as his command team rose with punctilious formality. He smoothed his expresson and
crossed impassively to the head of the crystalline conference table, making yet another mental note to
have a heart-to-diode talk with the computer.

Dozens of faces|ooked back a him from around the table, but at least held gotten used to facing so
many eyes. Dahak wastechnically asingle ship, but one with afull-strength crew aquarter-million
strong, anorma sublight parasite strength of two hundred warships, and the firepower to shatter planets.
His commander might be called acaptain, yet for al intents and purposes he was an admira, charged
with the direction of more destructiveness than Terras humanity had ever dreamed was possible, and the
gzeof Coin's seff reflected that.

Therewerealot of "Fleet Captains' onit, though Dahak’ s new protocol demanded that they be
addressed in Colin's presence either as" Commander” or smply by the department they headed, since he
was the only "Senior Fleet Captain” and there could be but one captain aboard awarship. The Imperium
had used any officer'sfull rank and branch, which Colin and his Terra-born found too cumbersome, but
Dahak had obgtinately resisted Colin's suggestion that he might be called "Commodore” to easethe
problem.

Colin let his eyes sweep over them as he sat and they followed suit Jitanith was a hisright, as befitted his
second-in-command and the officer charged with the organi zation and day-to-day management of
Dahak's operation. Hector MacMahan sat at his|eft, asimpeccable in the space-black of the Imperid
Marines as he had ever been in the uniform of the United States. Beyond them, rows of officers, each
department head flanked by his or her senior assistants, ran down the sides of the table to meet at its
foot, where he faced Vlad Chernikov, the man who had inherited the shipboard authority which had once
been Anu's.

Thank you al for coming,” Colin said "Asyou know, well be leaving supraight to approach the Sheskar
System in approximately twenty-one hours. With luck, that means well soon reestablish contact with the
Imperium, but we can't count on that. Were going into atotally unknown situation, and | want final
readiness estimates from al of my senior department heads—and for dl of you to hear them—Dbefore we



do."
Heads nodded, and he turned to Jiltanith.
"Would you care to begin with agenera overview, XO?"' he asked.

"Certes, Captain,” Jiltanith said, and turned confident eyesto her fellows. "Our Dahak hath been a
teacher most astute—aye, and ataskmaster of the sternest!" That won amutter of laughter, for Dahak
had driven his new crew so hard ten percent of even his capacity had been committed full-timeto their
training and neurd-feed education. "Whil€etistrue | would be better pleased with some small time more of
practice, yet have our folk learned their dutieswell, and | say with confidence our officers and crew will
do dl mortd manmay doif caled.

Thank you," Colin said. It was scarcely a detailed report, but he hadn't asked for that, and he turned to
Hector MacMahan.

"Ground Forces?"

The ground forces are better organized than we could reasonably expect,” the hawk-faced Marine
replied "if not yet quite aswell asl'd like.

"We have four separate nationditiesin our mgor formations, and well need afew more monthsto redly
shake down property. For the moment, we've adopted Imperial organization and ranks but confined
them to our origina unit structures. Our USFC and SA'S people are our recon/specia forces component;
the Second Marines have been designated as our assault component; the German First Armored will
operate our ground combat vehicles, and the Sendai Division and the Nineteenth Guards Parachute
Divison are our main ground force.

Theré's been ahit of rivary over who got the choicest assignment, but it hasn't gotten physicdl...not very
often, anyway." He shrugged. These are dl dite formations, and until we can integrate them fully, a
continued sense of identity isinevitable, but they've settled in and mastered their new wegpons quite well.
I'm confident we can handle anything we have to handle.”

Thank you," Colin said again. Heturned to General Georgi Treshnikov, late of the Russan Air Force and
now commander of the three hundred Imperid fighters Dahak had retained for salf-defense. "Paradite
Command?'

"AsHector, we areready,” Treshnikov said. "We have even more nationdities, but less difficulty in
integration, for we did not embark complete nationa formationsto crew our fighters.”

Thank you. Intdligence, Commander Ninhursag?"

"Weve done dl we can with the non-data Dahak has been ableto give us, Captain. You've dl seen our
reports.” The stocky, pleasantry plain Imperial who had been Nergal’ s spy within Anu's camp shrugged
"Until we have some hard factsto plug into our anayses, werre only marking time.”

"] understand biosciences?"

"Bioscienceisweary but ready, Captain,” Fleet Captain (B) Cohannareplied. Fifty thousand yearsin
dtasis hadn't blunted her confidence. .. or her sense of humor. "We finished the last enhancement
procedures last month, and we're alittle short on btotechnic hardware at the moment—" that won afresh
mutter of laughter"—abut other than that, were in excellent shape.”

"Thank you. Maintenance?"'



"We'relooking good, Captain.” Fleet Captain (M) Geran was another of Nergal's "children,” but aside
from his eyes, helooked more like a Terran, with dark auburn hair, unusualy light skin for an Imperid,
and amobile mouth that smiled easily. "Dahak's repair systems did a bang-up job, and he dapped
anything hewasn't using into stasis. I'd like more practice on damage control, but—" Heraised hisright
hand, pam upward, and Colin nodded.

"Understood. Hopefully you'll havelots of time to go on practicing. Well try to keep it that way.
Tecticd?'

"We'rein good shape, Sr,” Tamman said. "Battle Comp's doing well with smulators and training
problems. Our Terra-born aren't as comfortable with their neura feedsas|'d like yet, but that'sonly a
matter of practice.”

"Logidics?”

"Buttoned up, Sir," FHeet Commander (L) Caitrin O'Rourke said confidently. "Weve got facilitiesfor
three times the people we've actualy got aboard, and al park and hydroponic areas have been fully
reactivated, so provisons and life support are no sweat. Magazines are at better than ninety-eight
percent—closer to ninety-nine—and we're in excellent shape for spares.”

“Enginearing?

"Engineering looks good, sir," Chernikov replied "Our Imperials and Terra-born have shaken down
extremely well together. | am confident.”

"Good. Very good" Colin leaned back and smiled at his officers, glad none of them had tried to gloss
over any smdl concernsthey gtill had Not that he'd expected them to.

"In that casg, | think we can conclude, unlessthere are any questions?' As he'd expected there were
none. In avery red sense, this meeting had been dmost ceremonia, a chance for them to show their
confidence to one another.

"Very well." He rose and nodded to them dl. "We shdll adjourn.” He started for the door, and amellow
voice spoke again.

"Attention on deck," it repeated, and Colin swallowed aresigned sigh as his solemn-faced officers stood
once more.

"Carry on, ladies and gentlemen," he said, and stepped out the hatch,
"Suprdight shutdown in two minutes," Dahak remarked camly.

Colin took greet painsto project amatching calm, but his own relaxation was al too artificid, and he saw
the same gtrain, hidden with grester or lesser success, in al of hisbridge officers. Dahak was at battle
gations, and amatching team under Jiltanith named Command Two on the far side of the core hull. The
holographic images of Command Two's counterparts sat beside each of his officers, which made his
bridge seem a bit more crowded but meant everyone knew exactly what was happening... and that he
got to gt besde Jltanith’ simage on duty.

A score of officers were physically present at their consoles on the starlit command deck. Inan
emergency, Colin could have run the ship without any of them, something which would have been
impossible with the semi-aware Comp Cent of yore. But even though Dahak was now capable of
assessing intent and exercising discretion, there were limits to the details Coon's human brain could
handle. Each of hishighly trained officerstook hisor her own portion of the burden off of him, and he



was devoutly thankful for their presence.

"Sublight in oneminute," Dahak intoned, and Colin felt the beginnings of shutdown flowing through his
interface with Chernikov’ s engineering computers. The measured sequence of commands moved like
clockwork, and atiny, amost imperceptible vibration shook Dahak's gargantuan bulk.

"Sublight... now," Dahak reported, and the stars moving acrossthe visua display were abruptly ill.

A G3 dar floated directly "ahead" of Calinin the projection. It wasthe brightest Sngle object in view,
and it abruptly began to grow as Sarah Meir, his astrogator, engaged the sublight drive.

"Coretagp shutdown," Dahak announced.

"Enhance image on the star system, Dahak," Colin requested, and the star svelled whilea
three-dimensiond schematic of the Sheskar System's planetary orbitsflicked to life about it Only the
outermost planet was visble even to Dahak at their present range, but tiny circles on each orbit trace
indicated the position each planet should hold.

"Any atificid radiation?"

"Negative, Captain,” Dahak replied, and Colin bit hislip. Sheskar was—or had been—the Imperium's
forward bastion on the traditiona Achuultani approach vector. Perimeter Security should have detected
and chalenged them amogt instantly.

"Captain," Dahak broke the silence which had fallen, "1 have detected discrepanciesin the system.”

Thevisua display atered as he spoke. Oddly clumped necklaces of far smaller dots replaced the circles
representing Sheskars centra trio of planets, ominoudy about the central star, and Colin swallowed.

Dahak had gone sublight at the closest possible safe distance from Sheskar, but that was ill eleven
light-hours out Even a his maximum sublight velocity, it would have taken dmost twenty-four hoursto
reach the primary, yet it had become depressingly clear that there was no reason to travel that deep into
the system, and Colin had stopped five light-hours out to save time when they | eft.

At the moment, he, Jitanith, Hector MacMahan, and Ninhursag sat in Conference One, watching a
scaled-down holo of the star system while they tried to decide whereto leave to.

"I have completed preliminary scans, Captain,” Dahak announced.
"Wel?Wasit the Achuultani ?'

"It is, of course, impossibleto be certain, but | would estimate that it was not Had it been an incursion, it
would, of necessity, have followed a path other than that traditionaly employed by the Achuultani, else
the scanner arrays which reported thisincursion had aready been destroyed. Since they werenat, |
conclude that it was not the Achuultani who accomplished this.”

"Just what we needed,”" Hector said quietly. " Somebody € se who goes around Wowing away entire
planets”

"Unfortunately, that would appear to be precisely what has happened, Generd MacMahan. It would not,
however, appear to be of immediate concern. My scansindicate that this destruction occurred on the
close order of forty-eight thousand years ago.”

"How dose?' Colin demanded.



Pus or minusfive percent, Captain.”

"Shit" Colin looked up apologeticaly as the expletive escaped him, but no one seemed to have noticed
He drew adeep breath. "All right, Dahak, cut to the chase. What do you think happened?’

"Analyssrules out the employment of kinetic weaponry," Dahak said precisdly, "didtribution of the
planetary rubble is not consistent with impact patterns. Rather, it would appear that the planetary bodies
suffered implosive destruction consistent with the use of gravitonic warheads, aweapon, so far asis
known to the Imperium's data base, the Achuultani have never employed”

"Graviton's?' Colin tugged on his prominent nose, and his green eyes narrowed "I don't like the sound of
thet."

"Nor I," Jhanith said quietly. Iftwas not the Achuultani, then must it have been another, and such
wegpons lie even now within our magazines.”

"Exactly," Colin said He shuddered at the thought. A heavy gravitonic warhead produced anice, neat
little black hole. Not very long-lived and not big enough to damage most suns, but big enough, and a
hyper-capable missile with the right targeting could put the damned thing dmost insde a planet.

That istrue," Dahak observed then hesitated briefly, asif he faced aconcluson he wanted to reject "I
regret to say, Captain, that the destruction matches that which would be associated with our own Mark
Tens. In point of fact, and after making due allowance for the time which has passed, it corresponds
amost exactly to the results produced by those weapons.”

"Hector? Ninhursag?'

"Dahak’ s dancing around the point, Colin." McMahan' sfacewas grim. Therésavery smple and likely
explanation.

"I agree," Ninhursag said inasmall voice. | never would have believed it could happen, but it'sgot dl the
earmarks of acivil war."

A brief slence followed the words someone had finally said. Then Colin cleared histhroat.
"Response, Dahak?"!

... amforced to concur." Dahaks mellow voice sounded sad " Sheskar Four, in particular, was very
heavily defended. Based upon available data.and the fact that no advanced alien race other than the
Achuultani had been encountered by the Imperium prior to the mutiny, | must conclude that only the
Imperium itsalf possessed the power to do what has been done.”

"What about someone they ran into after the mutiny?

"Possible, but unlikely, Captain. Duein no smal part to previousincursions, there are very few—indeed,
effectively no—habitable worlds between Sol and Sheskar. Logic thus suggests that any hodtile diens
would have been required to fight their way across a substantia portion of the Imperium even to reach
Sheskar. Assuming technical capabilities on a par with those of this ship—a conclusion suggested, though
not proven, by my analysis of the wegponry employed—that would require ahostile Imperium whose
military potentia equaled or exceeded that of the Imperium itsaf. Whileit is not impossble that such an
entity might have been encountered, | would rate the probability as no greater than that of an Achuultani
attack."

Colin looked around the table again, then back at the sllent holo display. Thisisn't good.”



"Hast agift for understatement, my Colin." Jhanith shook her head. " Good Dahak, what likelihood
wouldst thou assign to decision by the Imperium 'gaingt fortifying Sheskaranew?"

"Sight," Dahak said.
"Why?' Colin asked. There's nothing left to fortify."

Inaccurate, Captain. No Earthlike planets remain, but Sheskar was selected for a Fleet base because of
itslocation, not its planets, and it now possesses abundant large asteroids for installation Sites. Indeed,
the absence of atmosphere would make those ingtallations more defensible, not less.”

"In other words," MacMahan murmured, "they would have come back if they wereinterested in
reestablishing their prewar frontiers.”

"Precisdly, Generd."
Another, longer sllencefdl, and Colin drew adeep brezath.

"All right, letslook at it. We have adestroyed basein avitd location. It appears to have been taken out
with Imperia weapons, implying acivil war as aprobable cause. It wasn't rebuilt. What does that

imply?"
"T'would seem the Imperium hath falen 'pan hard times."

"True," MacMahan said. | seetwo probabilities, Colin." Colin raised an eyebrow, inviting him to
continue. "Firg, they wiped each other out. That would explain thefailureto rebuild, and it would also
mean our entiremissonispointless.” A shiver ran through his human audience, but he continued
urtflinchingly.

"On the other hand, | don't believe anything the size of the Imperium wiped itself out completely. The
Imperium is—or was, or whatever—huge. Even assuming anyone could have been insane enough to
embark on destruction on that scale, | don’t see how they could do it Their infrastructure would erode
out from under them asthey took out indudtrialized systems, and it seems unlikely anyone would follow
leaders mad enough to try."

"Y et T'was done to Sheskar," Jltanith pointed out.

True, but Sheskar was primarily amilitary base, Tanni, not acivilian sysem. The decison to attack it
would be evauated purely in terms of military expedience, like nuking awell-armed idand basein the
middle of an ocean. Itsalot easier to decideto hit atarget like that.”

"All right" Colin nodded "But if they didn't wipe themselves out, why didn't they come back?"

That's probability two," MacMahan said flatly. They did so much damage they backdid. They could have
doneafair job of smashing themsaveswithout actualy destroying dl their planets. Ifshard for meto
visudize ahigh-tech planet which wasn't nuked—or something like it—decivilizing completely, but | can
accept that more easly than the idea that all those planetslook like this." He gestured at the holo display.

"Begdes, they might have damaged themsalvesin other ways. Suppose they fought their war and found
themsel ves faced with massive reconstruction closer to the heart of the Imperium? Sheskar is—was—a
hell of along way from their next nearest inhabited systemn, and as Dahak has pointed out, thisareaisn't
exactly primeredl estate. If they had heavily damaged areas closer to home, they could’ ve decided to
ded with thosefirst Afterward, the areaon the far sde of the Imperium, where damage from the
Achuultani hadn’t wrecked so many planets to begin with, would have been anaturd magnet for future



expanson.”
"Mayhap, yet that leaveth gill aquestion. Whyfor, if Sheskar was so vitd, rebuild it not?”

I'm afraid | can answer that," Ninhursag said unhappily. "Maybe Anu wasn't as crazy—or quite as unique
in his craziness—as we thought" She shrugged as dl eyesturned to her "What I'm trying to say isthat if
things got so bad the Imperium actualy fought acivil war, they weren't Imperials anymore. I'm the only
person in thisroom who was an adult at the time of the mutiny, and | know how | would’ ve reacted to
the thought of wiping out a Fleet base. Even those of uswho didn't redlly believein the Achuultani—even
the'atheists,' | suppose you might call them, who violently rejected their existence—would have hesitated
to do that. That'swhy Anu lied to us about his own intent to attack the Imperium.”

She looked unhappily at the holo for amoment, and none of the othersintruded upon her silence.

"None of you were ever Imperid citizens, so you may not understand what I'm trying to say, but
preparing to fight the Achuultani was something we'd societized into oursel ves on an dmost ingtinctua
level. Even those who most resented the regimentation, the discipline, wouldn't have destroyed our
defenses. It would belike... like Holland blowing up its dikes because of one dry summer, for Maker's
sakel™

"Y ou're saying that disbelief in the Achuultani must have become generd?' Colin said That if it hadn't, the
Fleet would never have let itself be caught up in something like acivil war in thefirst place?!

"Exactly. And if that'strue, why rebuild Sheskar as a base againgt an enemy that doesn't exist?"
Ninhursag gave ashort, ugly laugh. "Maybe we were the wave of the future instead of just abunch of
murderoustraitors!”

"Easy, 'Hursag." MacMahan touched her shoulder, and sheinhaed sharply.

"Sorry." Her voice was a bit husky. Itsjust that | don't really want to believe what I'm saying—especidly
not now that | know how wrong we were!"

"Maybe not, but it makes sense," Colin said dowly.

"Agreed, Captain," Dahak said. "Indeed, there is another point. For Fleet vessalsto have participated in
this action would require massive changesin core programming by at least one faction. Without that,
Fleet Central AlphaPriority imperatives would have precluded any warfare which diss pated resources
and so weskened Battle Fleet's ability to resist an incursion. Thiswould appear to support Fleet
Commander Ninhursag' sandyss.”

"All right. But even if it's not the Imperium we cameto find, there may ill be an Imperium somewhere up
ahead of us." Calintried to project more optimism than hefdt.

"Dahak, what was the nearest piece of primered edtate?
The closest star system which was't purely amilitary base?"

"Defram," Dahak replied without hesitation. "A G2-K binary system with two inhabited planets. As of the
last Imperid censusin my database, the system population was six-point-seven-one-seven billion. Main
indugtries—"

"That’senough,” Colininterrupted. "How far away isit?"

"One hundred thirty-three-point four light-years. Captain.”



"Um... bit over two months a max. That meansaround trip of just over € even months before we could
get back to Earth."

"Approximately e even-point-three-two months, Captain.”

"All right, people." Colin sighed. | don't see we have too much choice. Lets go to Defram and see what
we can see.”

"Aye," Jhanith agreed "Twould seem therein our best hope doth lie.”
"l agree," MacMahan said, and Ninhursag nodded silently.

"Okay. | want to it here and think alittle more. Take the watch, please, Tanni Dismiss from battle
dations, then have Sarah get us underway on sublight. I'll join you in Command Onewhen | finish here”
Jhanith rose with aslent nod, and he turned to the others.

"Hector, you and 'Hursag sit down and build me models of as many scenarios asyou can. | know you
don't have any hard data, but put your heads together with our other adult Imperials and Dahak and
extrapolate trends.”

"Yes, dr,” MacMahan said quietly, and Colin propped his chinin his hands, € bows on the table, and
stared sadly at the holo asthe othersfiled out the hatch. He expected no sudden inspiration, for there
was nothing hereto offer it. He only knew that he needed to be alone with his thoughts for awhile, and,
unlike his subordinates, he had the authority to be that way.

Chapter Five
"Wdl, Marshd Tsen?'

Tsen regarded Gerdd Hatcher levelly asthey strode down the hdl. It wasthe firgt time elther had
gpoken since leaving the Lieutenant Governor's office, and TSien crooked an eyebrow, inviting
amplification. The American only amiled, declining to make his question more specific, but Tsen
understood and, in dl honesty, appreciated histact.

"l am... impressed, Comrade Generd," he said. The Lieutenant Governor isa formidable man." His
answer meant more than the words said, but he had already seen enough of this American to know he
would understand.

"He'sdl of that," Hatcher agreed opening adoor and waving TsSen into hisown office. "He's had to be,"
he added in agrimmer voice.

Tsen nodded asthey crossed the deserted office. It was raining again, he noted watching the water roll
down the windows. Hatcher gestured to an armchair facing the desk as he circled to reach hisown
swivded chair,

"So | have understood” Tsien replied Stting carefully.
"Y et he seems unaware of it. He does not strike one as so... so—"
"Grand? Sdf-important?' Hatcher suggested with agrin, and Tsien chuckled despite himsdif.

"Both of those things, | suppose. Forgive me, but you in the West have always seemed to me to be
overly taken with persona pomp and ceremony. With us, the office or occasion, not the individual,
deserves such accolades. Do not mistake me, Comrade Genera; we have our own methods of



detification, but we have learned from past mistakes. Those we deify now are—for the most part—safely
dead. My country would understand your governor. Our governor, | suppose | must say. If your
purposeisto win my admission that | am impressed by him, you have succeeded Genera Hatcher."

"Good" Hatcher frowned thoughtfully, hisface somehow both tighter and more open. " Do you also
accept that we're being honest with you, Marsha?

Tsen regarded him for amoment, then dipped his head in atiny nod.

"Yes. All of my nominees were confirmed, and the Governor's demonstration of hisbiotechnics—" Tsen
hesitated briefly on the till unfamiliar word "—and those other items of Imperid technology were dso
convincing. | believe—indeed, | have no choice but to believe—your warnings of the Achuultani, and that
you and your fellows are making every effort to achieve success. In light of dl thosethings, | have no
choice but to join your effort. | do not say it will be easy, Generd Hatcher, but we shdl certainly make
the attempt. And, | believe, succeed.”

"Good" Hatcher said again, then leaned back with asmile. "In that case, Marshd, were ready to run the
first thousand personnel of your sdalection through enhancement as soon as your peoplein Beijing can put
alist together."

"Ah?' Tden sat abit sraighter. Thiswas moving with speed indeed! He had not expected these
Westerners—He stopped and corrected himsalf. He had not expected these people to offer such things
s0 soon. Surely there would be aperiod of testing and evauation of sincerity firdt!

But when he looked across at the American, the dight, ironic twinkle in Hatcher's eyestold him hishost
knew precisdly what he wasthinking, and the redlization made him fed just abit ashamed.

"Comrade Generd," hesaid finaly, "1 appreciate your generosity, but—"

"Not generosity, Marshal. We've been enhancing our personnel ever since Dahak |eft, which meansthe
Alliance hasfdlen far behind. We need to make up the difference, and well be sending transports with
enhancement capability to Beijing and any other three cities you select. Planetary facilities under your
direct control will follow as quickly aswe can build them.”

Tden blinked, and Hatcher smiled

"Marshd Tden, we are fellow officers serving the same commander-in-chief. If we don't act accordingly,
somewill doubt our clams of solidarity are genuine. They are genuine. We will proceed on that basis.”

He leaned back and raised both hands shoulder-high, open pams uppermost, and Tsien nodded Sowly.

"Y ou are correct. Generous nonetheless, but correct. And perhaps | am discovering that more than our
governor are formidable men, Comrade Generd.."

"Gerdd, please. Or just 'Ger,' if you're comfortable with it."

Tsen began apolite refusd, then paused. He had never been comfortable with easy familiarity between
serving officers, even among hisfellow Asans, yet there was something charming about this American.
Not boyish (though he understood Westerners prized that quality for some peculiar reason), but
charming. Hatcher's competence and hard-headed forthright honesty compelled respect, but thiswas
something el se. Charisma? No, that was close, but not quite the proper word. The word was...
openness. Or friendship, perhaps.

Friendship. Now wasthat not a strange thing to fed for aWestern generd after so many years? And



yet... Yes, "and yet," indeed.
"Very wdl... Gerdd,” hesad.

"I know it'slike pulling teeth, Marshd." Hatcher's dmost gentle smile robbed hiswords of any offense.
"Weve been too busy thinking of waysto kill each other for too long for it to be any other way, more's
the pity. Do you know, in aweird sort of way, I'm dmost grateful to the Achuultani.”

"Grateful? Tsien cocked his head for amoment, then nodded. "1 se€”. | had not previoudy thought of it in
that light, Comr—Gerad but it is ardief to face an alien menace rather than the possibility of blowing up
our world ourselves™

"Exactly." Hatcher extracted a bottle of brandy and two snifters from adesk drawer. He set them on the
blotter and poured then offered one to his guest and raised hisown. "May | say, Marshd Tsen, that itis
agreater pleasurethan | ever anticipated to haveyou asan dly?"

"You may." Tden dlowed asmileto cross his own habitudly immobile face. It was hardly proper, but
there was no getting around it For al their differences, he and this American were too much aiketo be
enemies,

"And as you would say, Gerdd my nameis Tao-ling," he murmured and crystal sang gently astheir
glassestouched.

Out of deference to the till unenhanced Terra-born Council members, Horns had the news footage
played directly rather than relayed through his neura feed Not that it made it any better,

Thereport ended and the Terran tri-vid unit sank back into the wall amid the silence The thirty men and
women in his conference room looked at one another, but he noted that none of them looked directly at
him.

"What | want to know, ladies and gentlemen,” he said findly, his voice shattering the hush, "is how that
was alowed to happen?'

One or two Councilorsflinched, though he hadn’t raised his voice. He hadn't had to. The screamsand
thunder of automatic wegpons as the armored vehicles moved in had made his point for him."

"It wasnot dlowed," avoice sad findly. "It wasinevitable.

Horus's cocked head encouraged the speaker to continue, and Sophia Pariani leaned forward to meet his
eyes. Her Italian accent was more than usualy pronounced, but there was no apology in her expression.

Thereisno doubt that the Situation was clumsily handled, but there will be more'situations,” Governor,
and not merely in Africa. Already the world economy has been disrupted by the changes we have
effected; asthe further and greater changes which lie ahead become evident, more and more of the
common men and women of the world will react as those peopledid.”

"Sophia sright, Horus." Thistimeit was Sarhantha, one of histen fellow survivorsfrom Nergals crew.
"We ought to've seen it coming. In fact, we did we just didn't expect it so soon because wed forgotten
how many people are crammed into thisworld. Hard and fast aswe're working, only asmal minority are
actively involved in the defense projects or the military. All the mgjority seeisthat their governments have
been supplanted, their planet isthrestened by amenace they don't truly comprehend and are none too
surethey believein, and their economies are in the process of catastrophic disruption. This particular riot
was touched off by acombination of hunger, inflation, and unemployment—regiona factorsthat pre-deate
our involvement but have grown only worse since we assumed power—and the redlization that even



those with skilled trades will soon find their skills obsolete.”

"But therell be other factors soon enough.” Councilor Abner Johnson spoke with a sharp New England
twang despite his matte-black complexion. Peopl€ere people, Governor. The vested interests are going to
object—strenuoud y—once they get reorganized Their economic and political power's about to go
belly-up, and some of them're stupid enough to fight And don't forget the religious aspect Were sitting on
apowder keg in Iran and Syria, but we've got our own nuts, and you people represent a pretty
unappetizing affront to their comfortable little preconceptions.” He smiled humorlesdy.

"Mycos? Bvrhat? Y ou don't redlty think God created planets with nameslike that, do you? If you could
a least’ ve come from a planet named 'Eden’ it might've helped, but asit is—I" Johnson shrugged. "Once
they get organized, well have ared lunatic fringel”

"Comrade Johnson is correct, Comrade Governor." Commissar Hsu Yin's British-educated accent was
amost musicd after Johnson'sflat twang. "We may debate the causes of Third World poverty—"she
eyed her capitdist fellows calmly "—but it exists. Ignorance and fear will be greatest there, violence more
quickly acceptable, yet thisis only the beginning. When the First World redizesthat it isin precisely the
same Stuation, the violence may grow even worse. We may aswell prepare for theword... and
whatever we anticipate will most assuredly fal short of what will actualy happen.”

"Granted. But thisviolent suppresson—*

"Was the work of thelocal authorities,” Geb put in. "And before you condemn them, what else could
they do? There were amost ten thousand people in that mob, and if alot of them were unarmed women
and children, alot were neither female, young, nor unarmed At least they had the senseto cdll usinas
soon as they'd restored order, even if it was under martial law. I've diverted adozen Shirut-class
amaospheric conveyersto haul in foodstuffs from North America That should take the worst edge off the
gtuation, but if the local authorities hadn't'suppressed’ the disturbances, however they did it, Smply
feeding them wouldn't even begin to help, and you know it"

There were mutters of agreement, and Horus noted that the Terra-born were considerably more
vehement than the Imperials. Were they right? It was their planet, and Maker knew the disruptions were
only beginning. He knew they were sanctioning expediency, but wasn't that another way to describe
pragmatism? And in aStuation like the present one...

"All right," hesigned findly, | don’t likeit, but you may beright" Heturned to Gustav van Gelder,
Councilor for Planetary Security. "Gus, | want you and Geb to increase the priority for getting stun guns
into the hands of local authoritiesto police personndl. 19, you and Myko ded with that"

Doctor I1sis Tudor, hisown Terra-born daughter and now Councilor for Biosciences, glanced &t her
ex-mutineer assistant with asort of resigned desperation. ISswas over eighty; even enhancement could
only dow her gradua decay and eliminate aches and pains, but her mind was quick and clear. Now she
nodded, and he knew she'd find the capacity... somehow.

"Until we can get loca peace-keepers enhanced,” Horus went on, I'll have Genera Hatcher set up
mixed-nationality response teams out of his military personnd. | don't like it—the Situation's going to be
bad enough without 'diens popping up to quel resistance to our'tyrannical’ ways—but a dozen troopers
in combat armor could have stopped this businesswith atenth the casudties, especidly if they'd had stun

guns”

Heads nodded, and he suppressed asigh. Problems, problems! Why hadn't he made sufficient allowance
for what would happen once Imperid technology cameto Terrain earnest? Now he felt atogether too
much tike awarden rather than a governor, but whatever happened, he had to hold things together—by



main force, if necessary—until the Achuultani had been stopped. If they could be—
He chopped off that thought automatically and turned to Christine Redhorse, Councilor for Agriculture.

'All right. On to the next problem. Chrigtine, I'd like you to share your report on the wheat harvest with
us and then..."

Most of Horuss council had departed, leaving him alone with his defense planners and engineers.
Whatever e se happened, theirs was the absolutely critical responsibility, and they were doing better than
Horus had hoped. They were actually ahead of schedule on dmost afifth of the PDCs, athough the
fortifications dated for the Asian Alliance were only now getting underway.

One by one, the remaining Councilors completed their business and Ift. In the end, only Geb remained,
and Horus smiled wearily at his oldest living friend as the two of them leaned back and propped their
heedls on the conference table dmost in unison.

"Maker!" Horus groaned " It wasesser fighting Anu!”

"Eadier, but not as satisfying." Geb sipped his coffee, then made aface. It was barely warm, and herose
and circled the table, shaking each insulated carafe until he found one that was till partly full and returned
to hischar

True, true," Horus agreed. "At least thistime we think we've got a chance of winning. That makesa
pleasant change.”

"Fromyour lipsto the Maker's ears," Geb responded fervently, and Horus laughed He reached out a
long arm for Geb's carafe and poured more coffee into his own cup.

"Watchit," he advised hisfriend "Remember Aimer'srdigiousfanatics.”
"They won't carewhat | say or how | say it Just being what | am isgoing to offend them.”

"Probably." Horus sipped then frowned "By the way, there was something I've been meaning to ask
you."

"And what might that be, O dauntless leader?”’

"l found an anomaly in the data base the other day.” Geb raised an eyebrow, and Horus shrugged
"Probably nothing, but | hit a priority suppression code | cant understand”

"Oh?" If Geb'svoice was just ashade too level Horus didn’t notice.

"I was running through the datawe pulled out of Ami's enclave computers, and Colin'simposed a
lock-out on some of the visud records."

"Hehas?'

"Yep. It piqued my interest, so | ran an andysis. HE's put every visua image of Inannaunder a security
lock only he can release. Or; no, not dl of them; only for the last century or s0."

"He must have had areason," Geb suggested.

"l don't doubt it, but | was hoping you might have someideawhat it was. Y ou were Chief
Prosecutor—did he say anything to you about why hedid it?"



"Evenif he had, | wouldn't befreeto talk about it, but | probably wouldn't have worried. It couldn't have
had much bearing on thetrids, whatever hisreasoning. She wasn't around to betried, after all.”

"I know, | know, but it bothers me, Geb." Horus drummed gentry on the table. " She was Anu's number
two, the one who did al those hideous brain transplants for him. Maker only knows how many
Terra-born and Imperias she personally daughtered dong theway! It just seems... odd.”

"If it bothers you, ask him about it when he gets back," Geb suggested. He finished his coffee and rose.
"For now, though, I've got to saddle back up, my friend. I'm due to inspect the work at Minya Konka
this afternoon.”

Hewaved a cheerful farewell and strode down the hdl to the eevator whistling, but the merry little tune
died the instant the doors closed. The old Imperid seemed to sag around his bioenhanced bones, and he
leaned hisforehead againgt the mirrored surface of the inner doors.

Maker of Man and Mercy, he prayed silently, don't Iet him ask Colin. Please don't let him ask Calin |

Tears burned, and he wiped them angrily, but he couldn't wipe away the memory which had driven him
to Colin before the courts martia to beg him to suppress the visuas on Inanna. HEd been ready to go
down on hisknees, but he hadn't needed to. If anything, Colin's horror had surpassed his own.

Againg hiswill, Geb relived those moments on deck ninety of the sublight battleship Osir, the very heart
of Anu'senclave. Those terrible moments after Colin and Tanni had gone up the crawlway to face Anu,
leaving behind amangled body Tanni's energy gun had cut dmost in half. A body which had been
Commander Inannas, but only because its brain had been ripped away, its originad owner murdered and
its flesh stolen to make anew, young host for the mutinous medica officer.

Geb had used his own energy gun to obliterate every trace of that body, for onceit had belonged to one
of hisclosest friends, to abeautiful woman named Taniss... Horusswife. .. and Jitanith's own mother.

Chapter Six

Fifty Chinese paratroopersin Imperia blade snapped to attention as the band struck up, and Marsha
Tsen Tao-ling, Vice Chief of Staff for Operationsto the lieutenant Governor of Earth, watched them with
an anxiety he had not wasted upon ceremonid in decades. Thiswas his superior'sfirg officid vigt to
Chinain the five months since the Asan Alliance had surrendered to the inevitable, and he
wanted—demanded—all to go flawlesdly.

It did. Generd Gerald Hatcher gppeared in the hatch of his cutter and started down the ramp, followed
by his persond aide and avery smdl st&ff.

Preeee-sent arms!

Energy guns snapped up. The honor guard, drawn from the first batch of Asian personnd to be
bioenhanced, handled their massive wegpons with panache, and Tsen noted the perfection of their drill
without a smile as he and Hatcher exchanged salutes. The twinkle in the American's brown eyes betrayed
his own amused tolerance for ceremonia only to those who knew him very well, and it still surprised
Tsenjust abit that he had become one of those few people.

"Good to seeyou, Tao-ling," Hatcher said under cover of the martia music, and Tsen responded with a
millimetric amile before the brief moment of privacy disappeared into the waiting tide of military protocol

Gerad Hatcher placed hiscap in hislap and leaned back asthe city of Ch'engtu fell away astern. The
cutter headed for Minya K onka, the mountain which had been ripped apart to hold PDC Huan-Ti, and



he grimaced as he ran afinger around thetight collar of histunic.

Helowered hishand, wondering once again if it had been wise to adopt Imperia uniform. Whileit had
the decided advantage of not belonging to any of therival militariesthey were trying to merge, it looked
disturbingly like the uniform of the SS. Not surprisingly, considering. Hed done what he could to lessen
the smilarities—exaggerating the size of the starbursts the Nazis had replaced with skulls, restoring the
serrated hisanth leavesto the lapels, adopting the authorized variation of gold braid in place of
slver—but the overd| impact till bothered him.

He put the thought aside—again—and turned to

"It lookslike your peopleve done agreat job, Tao-ling. | wish you didn't have to spend so much timein
Bejingtodoit, but I'm impressed.”

"I spend too littletime here asit is, Gerdd* Tsen gave avery dight shrug. It iseven worse than it was
whileyou and | were enemies. There are at least eight too few hoursin every day."

Tl meabout it" Hatcher laughed "'If we work like dogs for another six months, you and | may findly be
ableto hand it over to someone e selong enough to get our own biotechnics.”

True. | must confess, however, (hat the speed with which we are moving amost frightensme. Thereis
too little timefor proper coordination. Too many projects require attention, and | have no timeto know
my officers”

"I know. We're better off than you are because of how Nergals peopleinfiltrated our militaries before
we even knew about them. | don't envy your having to start from scratch.”

"Wewill manage,” Tden said, and Hatcher took him at hisword. The huge Chinese officer had lost at
least five kilossince thar first meeting, yet it only made him even more fearsome, asif he were being
worn down to dementa gristle and bone. And whatever else came of the fuson with the Asian Alliance,
Hatcher was amogt prayerfully grateful that it had brought him Tsien Tao-ling.

The cutter dropped toward the dust-spewing wound which had once been amountaintop, and Hatcher
checked his bresthing mask. He hated using it, but the dust aone would make it welcome, and the fact
that PDC Huan-Ti waslocated at an dtitude of amost seventy-five hundred meters made it necessary.
Hefdt abit better when he saw Tsen reaching for his own mask. ..and suppressed a spurt of envy as
Magor Allen Germaineignored his. It must be nice, he thought sourly as he regarded his bioenhanced
ade.

They grounded and thin, cold air, bitter with dust, swirled through the hatch. Hatcher hatily clipped on
his mask, and his uniform's collar was a suddenly minor consideration as the Imperid fabric adjusted to
maintain acomfortable body temperature and he led the way out into the ear-splitting, dust-spouting,
eye-bewildering bedlam of yet another of Geb's mighty projects.

Tsen Tao-ling followed Hatcher, hiding hisimpatience. He hated ingpection tours, and only the fact that
Hatcher hated them just as badly let him face this time-consuming parade with asemblance of inner
peace. That and the fact that, time-consuming or no, it aso played its part. Morae, the motivation of their
human materia, was dl important, and nothing better convinced people of the importance of their tasks
than to see their commanders inspecting their work.

Y et despite hisimpatience, "Tsen was deeply impressed.

Enough Imperia equipment was becoming available to strain the enhancement centers ability to provide



operators, and the result was amazing for someone who had grown up with purely Terran technology.
The main excavation was dmogt finished—indeed, the centra control roomswere structuraly complete,
awaiting ingtallation of the computer core—and the shield generators were, dready being built.
Incredible!

He bent to listen to an engineer, and movement caught the corner of his eye as a breath-masked officer
disappeared behind a hegp of building materia, waving one hand as he spoke to another officer at his
sde. Therewas something familiar about the smdl figure, but the engineer was il talking, and T9en
returned his atention to him.

I'm impressed, Geban," Hatcher said, and Huan-Ti's chief engineer grinned The burly ex-mutineer was
barely a hundred and fifty centimeterstall, but helooked asif he could have picked up ahover jeep
one-handed—before enhancement

"Redlly impressed," Hatcher repeated as the control room door closed off the cacophony beyond
"Y ou're—wheat, four weeks ahead of schedule?

"Almogt five, Generd," Geban replied with smple pride. "With just alittle luck, I'm going to bring thisjob
in at least two months early.”

"Outstanding!" Hatcher dapped Geban's shoulder, and Tsien hid asmile. He would never understand
how Hatcher'sinformality with subordinates could work so well, yet it did. Not smply with Westerners
who might be accustomed to such things, either. Tsen had seen exactly the same broad smile on the
faces of Chinese and Thal peasants.

"Inthat case," Hatcher said turning to the marsnd, | think we—"
A thunderous concussion drowned hiswords and threw him from his feet.

Diego McMurphy was a Mexican-Irish explosives genius from Texas. Off-shore oil rigs and dams, vertol
terminals and apartment complexes—he'd seen them dl, but this was the most damnable, bone-breaking,
chdlenging, wonderful project held ever been involved with, and the feet that he was buying hisright to a
full set of btotechnic implantswas only icing on the cake. Which iswhy he was happy as he waved his
crew forward to set the charges on the unfinished western face of Magazine Twelve.

He died ahappy man, and six hundred and eighty-six other men and women died with him. They died
because one of McMurphy's men activated hisrock drill, and that man didn't know someone had wired
his controlsto eeven hundred kilos of Imperid blasting compound.

The explosion rivaed athree-kiloton nuclear bomb.

Gerad Hatcher bounced off Tsen Tao-ling, but the marshd's powerful arm caught him before he could
fal. Alarms whooped, sirens screamed, and Geban went paper-white. The door barely had time to open
before hereached it; if it hadn't, he would have torn it loose with his bare hands.

Hatcher shook his head, trying to understand what had happened as he followed Tsien to the open door.
A huge mushroom cloud filled the western horizon, and even as he watched, afive-man gravitonic
conveyer with afull load of structurd sted turned turtle in midair. It had been caught by the fringes of the
explosion, and the pilot had dmost pulled it out Almost, but not quite. Its standard commercid drive had
never been designed for such abuse, and it impacted nose-first a six hundred kilometers per hour.

A freshfireball spewed up, and the desath toll was suddenly six hundred and ninety-one.
"My God!" Hatcher murmured



Tsen nodded in silent, shocked agreement Whatever the cause, this was disaster, and he despised
himsdlf for thinking of lost time first and lost rives second He turned toward the control block rampsin
the vani shed Geban's wake, then stopped as a knot of men headed towards him. They were armed, and
there was something familiar about the small officer at their head—

"Quang! He bellowed

Thefury in Taen'svoice jerked Hatcher's eyes away from the smoke. He started to speak, then gasped
asthe marshd whirled around and hit him in adiving tackle. The two of them crashed back into the
control room, hard enough to crack ribs, asthefirst burst of automeatic fire raked the open doorway.

"Forward!" General Quang Do Chinh screamed "Kill them! Kill them now!"

Histroopers advanced at the run, closing on the unfinished control block, and Quang's heart flamed with
triumph. Yes, kill thetraitorsl And especidly the arch-traitor who had tried to shunt him aside! What a
triumph to begin their war againgt the invaderd

As he and his men sprinted forward construction workers raced to drag dead and wounded away from
the exploson site, and six other carefully infiltrated assault teams produced automatic wegpons and
grenades. They concentrated on picking out Imperias, but any target would do.

"What the hell is hgppening?" Gerad Hatcher'svoice , was muffled by his breath mask, but it would
have been hoarse anyway—a hundred kilos of charging Chinese field marsha had seen to that. He
shoved up onto hisknees, reaching ingtinctively for his holstered automatic.

"I do not know," Tsen replied tersely, checking his own weapon's magazine. "But the Vietnamese leading
his men thisway is named Quang. He was one of those most opposed to joining our forcesto yours.”

Another burst of fire raked the open doorway, ricochets whining nastily, and Hatcher rose higher on his
kneesto hit the door button. The hatch dammed ingtantly, but it was only lightweight Terran sted; the
next burst punched right throughtit.

"Shit!" Hatcher scurried across the control room on hands and knees. Mgjor Germaine aready stood
with hisback to thewall on the left Sde of the door, and hisgrav gun had materidized in hisright hand

likemagic.
"Wheat the fuck do they think they're going to accomplish?"

"I do not know, Gerdd. Thisispointless. It smply invitesreprisals. But their ultimate objectiveis
immaterid—to us, at lesst”

"True." Hatcher flattened himsalf against the wall as another row of holes appeared in the door. "Al?"

"| dready put out theword, sir." Unlike his boss, Germaine had a built-in communicator. "But | don't
know how much good it's going to do. More of the bastards are shooting up the rescue crews. Geban's
down—hurt bad—and he's not the only Imperid.”

"Goddamn them!" Hatcher hissed, and fought to dunk as the half-forgotten terror and adrendin rush of
combat flooded him. Continuous firing raked the panel now, and he gritted histeeth as bullets and bits of
door whined about his ears. Thisroom was a deathtrap. He tried to estimate where their attackers had
been when Tao-ling tackled him. On the ground to the south. That meant they had to climb at least three
ramps. So whoever wasfiring a the door was covering them until they could get here... probably with a
demalition charge that would turn them al to hamburger.



"Weve got to get oursdves afield of fire," he grated. His automatic was atoy compared to what was
coming at them, but it was better than nothing. And anything was better thandying without fighting back.

"l agree," T9ensadflatly.

"All right Tao-ling, you pop the hatch. Al, I think they’ re coming up from the south. Y ou can cover the
head of the ramp from where you are. Tao-ling, you get over herewith me. W€ ll try to dow 'em down if
they come the other way, but Al'sgot our only red firepower."

"Yes, dr," Germaine said, and Tsen nodded agreement
Tsendoit—now!"

Tsen hit the button and rolled across the floor, coining up on his knees beside Hatcher. They both
flattened againgt the wall as yet another burst screamed into the room, and Hatcher cursed as aricochet
creased his cheek.

"Can you get that sniper without getting yoursdf killed, Al?"

"A pleasure, Sr," Germaine said coldly. His eyes were unfocused as hisimplants sought the source of the
fire, then he crouched and took one step to the side. He moved with the blinding speed of his
biotechnics, and the grav gun hissed out abrief burst, spitting three-millimeter explosive darts &t fifty-two
hundred meters per second

Quang swore as his covering fire died. So, they had at |east one of the cursed grav guns. That was bad,
but he soil had twenty-five men, and they wereal heavily armed

He had no idea how the rest of the attack was going, but Tsien's reactions had been only too reveding,
and the only man who could identify him must die.

His men pounded up the ramp ahead of him.

Her namewas Litanil, and disregarding time spent in stasi's, she was thirty-six. It took her precious
momentsto redize what was happening, and afew moreto believe it when she had but then cold fury
filled her.

Litanil hadn't thought very deeply when Anu's people recruited her, for shed been both young and bored.
Now she knew she'd aso been criminally stupid and like her fellows, sheld labored with the Bregker's
own demons on her heelsin an effort to atone. Along the way, shed cometo like and admire the
Terra-born she worked with, and now hundreds of them lay dead butchered by the animals responsible
for this carnage. She didn't worry about why. She didn't even consider the monstrous treason to her race
the attack implied She thought only of dead friends, and something snarled inside her.

Sheturned her power bore towards the fighting, and her neural feeds sought out the safety interlocks. It
was supposed to beimpossible for any accident to get around them—but Litanil was no accident

Allen Germaine went down on one knee, bracing hisgrav gun over hisleft forearm, asthefirst three
raiders hurled themselves over thelip of the topmost ramp, assault rifles on full autométic.

They got off one long burst each before their bodies blew apart in a hurricane of explosive darts.

Litanil goosed her power bore to max, snarling across the stony plain at dmost two hundred kilometers
per hour. Not even agravitonic drive could hold the massive bore steady at that speed, but sherode it
like abucking horse, her implant scanners reaching out, and her face was amask of fury as sheraised the



cutting head chest-high.

Private Pak Chung of the Army of Korea heard nothing, but some ingtinct made him turn his head His
eyeswidened in horror as he saw the huge machine screaming towards him. Rock dust and smoke
billowed behind it like a curdied wake, and the... the thing at itsfront was amed straight at him!

Thelast thing Private Pak ever saw was aterrible brilliance in the millisecond before he exploded in a
flash of super-heated body fluids.

Generd Quang cursed as histhree lead men died, but it had not been entirely unexpected. It must be the
American's African aide, yet there was only one of him, bioenhanced or not, and the ramp was not the

only way up.

They're spreading out," Germaine reported. | can't get agood implant reading through the ramp, but
some of them are swinging round front."

Thereisascaffold below the edge of the platform,” TsSen said.
"Damn! Remind meto detail armed guards to each congtruction site when we get home, Al."
"Yes gr."

Litanil wiped out Private Pak's team and raged off after fresh targets. Ahead of her, haf adozen
bioenhanced Terra-born construction workers armed with steel reinforcing rods and Imperid blasting
compound began working their way around the flank of a second assault group.

Quang poked his head up. Thiswastaking too long. But there would still betime. Hismen werein
position at last, and he barked an order.

"Down!" Germaine shouted, and Hatcher and Tsien dropped ingtantly as the stubby grenade launchers
coughed. Two grenades hit short or exploded against the outer wall; the third headed Straight into the
door, and Germaines | eft hand struck it like ahandball. The explosion ripped his hand apart, and
ghrapnel toreinto his chest and shoulder.

Agony stabbed him, but hisimplants stopped the flow of blood to his shredded hand and flooded his
system with a super-charged blast of adrenain. The first wave came up the ramp after the grenades, and
he cut them down like bloody whet.

Hatcher fired as a head rose over the edge of the scaffolding. Hisfirst shot missed his second hit just
abovetheleft eye. Besde him, Tsen wasflat on hisbelly, firing two-handed. Another attacker dropped.

A sudden burst of explosionsripped the dusty smoke as the construction workers tossed their makeshift
bombs. The attack squad fatered as three of their number were blown apart A fourth emptied afull
magazine into a charging man. Hekilled his assailant, but he never knew; the stedl rod hisvictim had
carried impaed him like aspear.

His sx surviving comrades broke and ran—directly in front of Litanil’s power bore.

Eight more of Quang's men died, but aninth dammed a heart-rupturing burst into Allen Germaine. Mgor
Germaine was a dead man, but he was a bioenhanced corpse. He stlaved on hisfeet long enough to aim
very carefully before he squeezed the trigger.

Gerdd Hatcher swore vicioudy as hisade toppled without asound, grav gun bouncing from his
remaining hand. Bastarddl Bastards! He squeezed off another shot, hitting histarget in the torso, then



dropped him with asecond.
It wasn't enough, and he knew it.

Quang's number four attack squad had a good position between two huge earth-movers, but there were
no moretargetsin their fild of fire. It wastimeto go, and they began to filter back in pairs, each hdting
inturn to provide covering firefor their fellows. It was atextbook maneuver.

Asthefirg pair reached the ends of their shielding earth-movers, apair of bioenhanced hands reached
out from ether sde. Fingersten times stronger than their own closed, and two tracheas crushed. The
twitching bodies were tossed asde, and the crouching ambushers waited patiently for their next victims.

Quang popped his head up and saw the grav gun lying two meters beyond the door. Now! He clutched
his assault rifle and rose, waving his surviving men forward, and followed up the ramp in their wake.

A last attacker crouched on the scaffolding. He'd seen what happened when his fellows exposed
themselves, and he poked just the muzzle of hisrifle over the edge. It wasasound ideg, but in his
excitement he rose just too high. The crown of his head showed, and Gerald Hatcher put apistol bullet
through it in the instant before the automatic fire shattered both of hisown legs.

Litanil sivung her power bore again and knew they were winning.

The attackers had achieved the surprise they sought, but they hadn't redlized what they were attacking.
Most of the site personnel were unenhanced Terra-born, but a Significant percentage were not, and those
who were enhanced had full Fleet packages, modified at Colin Maclntyre's order to incorporate
fold-space coms. They might be unarmed, but they were strong, tough, fast, and in unbroken
communication.

And, asLitanil herself had proved, a construction site abounded in improvisationa wegpons.

Tsen Tao-ling was no longer afidd marsha. He was awarrior one and betrayed, and Quang was il
out there. Whatever happened, Quang must not be alowed to live.

Tsen tossed aside his empty pistol, hismind cold and clear, and rose on his hands and toes, like arunner
inthe blocks.

Generad Quang blinked as Taen exploded from the control room. He would never have believed the
huge man could move that quickly! But what did he hope to gain? He could not outrun bullets!

Then he saw Tsen drop and snatch up the grav gun as herolled towards the scaffolding. No!

Assault rifles barked, but the men behind them had been as surprised as Quang. They were late, and they
tried to compensate by leading their target They would catch him as herolled over the edge of the
scaffolding into cover.

Tsen threw out one leg, grunting as a kneecap shattered on concrete, but it had the desired effect He
stopped deed, clutching Germaine's grav gun, and the bullets which should have killed him went wide. He
raised the muzzle, not trying to rise from where he lay.

Quang screamed in frustration as Tsen opened fire. Three of hisremaining men were down. Then four.
Fivel Heraised his own weapon, firing at the marshad, but fury betrayed hisaim.

Tsen grunted again as adug ripped through hisright biceps. A second shattered his shoulder, but he held
down the grav gun'strigger, and hisfire swept the ramp like abroom.



Quangs last trooper was down, and sudden terror filled him. Quang threw away hisrifle and tried to drop
down the ramp, but he wastoo late. Hislast memory on Earth was the cold, bitter hatred in TSen
Lao-lingspitilesseyes.

Gerdd Hatcher groaned, then bit hislip against a scream as someone moved hisleft leg. He shuddered
and managed to raise his eydlids, wondering for amoment why he felt so weak, why there was so much

pain.

Tao-ling bent over him, and he bit off most of another scream asthe marsha tightened something on his
right leg. A tourniquet, Hatcher redlized dizzily. .. and then he remembered.

His expression twisted with more than pain as he saw Allen Germaines dead face close beside him, but
his mind was working once more. Poorly, dowly, with frustrating dark patches, but working. Thefiring
seemed to have stopped, and if there was no more shooting and Tao-ling wasworking on him, they must
have won, mustn't they? He was rather pleased by his ability to work that out.

Tsen crawled up beside him. One shoulder was swollen by amakeshift, blood-soaked bandage, and his
left leg dragged usdlesdy, but his good hand clutched Allen'sgrav gun as he lowered himsdlf between
Hatcher and the door with agroan.

T-Tao-ling?' the generd managed.

"You are awake?' Tden'svoice was hoarse with pain. "Y ou have the congtitution of abull, Gerdd"
Th-Thanks. What... what land of shape arewe...?"

"I believe we have beaten off the attack. | do not know how. | am afraid you are badly hurt, my friend.”
“I'l...live..."

"Yes, | think youwill,"” TSen said so judicioudy. Hatcher grinned tightly despite hisagony. Hisbrain was
fluttering and it would be ardlief to givein, but there was something he had to say first Ahl

"Teoling—"

"Bequiet, Gerdd," the marsha said austerdly. "Y ou are wounded.”

"Youre... not? Lookslike... | get my... implantsfirs.”

"Americand Alwaysyou mug befirg."

T-Tdl Horus| sad... you take over..."

17" Tsenlooked a him, hisface astwisted with shame as pain. It was my people who did thisthing!™

"H-Horse shit But thet's... why itsimportant. .. you take over. Tell Horus!" Hatcher squeezed hisfriend's
forearm with al hisfading strength. 1t was TSen'sright arm, but he didn't even wince.

Tdl him!" Hatcher commanded, clinging to awareness through the shrieking pain.
"Very well, Gerdd,” T9en said gently. "1 will."
"Good man," Hatcher whispered, and let go at last

The city echoed with song and dance as the Peopl e of Biahn celebrated. Twelve seasons of war



against Tur had ended at last, and not ssimply in victory. The royal houses of Biahn and Tur had
brought the endless skirmishes and open battle over possession of the Fithan copperminesto a
halt with greater wisdom than they had shown in far too long, for the Daughter of Tur would wed
the Son of Biahn, and henceforth the two Peoples would be one.

It was good. It was very, very good, for Biahn-Tur would be the greatest of all the city-states of
T'Yir. Their swords and spears would no longer turn upon one another but ward both from their
neighbors, and the copper of Fithan would bring them wealth and prosperity. The ships of Biahn
were already the swiftest ever to swim—uwith Fithan copper to sheath their hulls against worms
and weed, they would own the seas of T Yir!

Great was the rgjoicing of Biahn, and none of the People knew of the vast Achuultani starships
which had reached their system while the war still raged. None knew they had come almost by
accident, unawar e of the People until they actually entered the system, or how they had paused
among the system's asteroids. Indeed, none of the People knew even what an asteroid was, much
less what would happen if the largest of them were sent falling inward toward T’ Yir.

And because they did not know such things, none knew their world had barely seven months to
live.

Chapter Seven
Colin Maclntyre was not afraid, for "afraid" wastoo weak aword.

He sat with his back to the conference room hatch as the othersfiled in, and he fet their own fear against
his spine. He waited until al were seated, then swung his chair to meet their eyes. Their faces|ooked
even worse than hel'd expected.

"All right,” he said at last "Weve got to decide what to do next”

Their steady regard threw hislie back a him, even Jiltanith’s, and he wanted to scream at them. We
didn't have to decide; he did, and he wished with dl his soul that he had never heard of a starship named
Dahak.

He stopped himself and drew a deep breath, closing his eyes. When he opened them again, the shadows
within them had retreated just a bit.

"Dahak" hesad quietly, "Have you got anything morefor us?'

"Negative, Captain. | have examined al known Imperia wegpons and research. Nothing in my data base
can account for the observational data.”

Colin managed not to spit acurse. Observational data. What a neat, concise way to describe two
once-inhabited planets with no life whatever. Not atree, not a shrub, nothing. There were no plains of
volcanic glass and lingering radioactivity, no indications of warfare—just bare, terribly-eroded earth and
stone and afew pathetic clusters of buildings sagging into wind and storm-threshed ruin. Even their
precarious existence said much for the durability of Imperia building materials, for Dahak estimated there
had been no living hand to tend them in amost forty-five thousand years.

No birds, he thought No animals. Not even an insect. Judt... nothing. The only movement was the wind.
Weather had flensed the denuded planet until its stony bones gaped through like the teeth of a skull,
bared in ahorrible, grinning rictus of desecration and desth.

"Hector?' he said findly. "Do you have any ideas?"



"None." McMahan's normaly controlled face was even more impassive than usud, and he seemed to
hunker downin hischair.

"Cohanna?' can't add much, sir, but I'd have to say it was a bio-weapon of some sort. Some
unimaginable sort" Cohanna shivered. I've landed unmanned probes for spot analyses, but | don't dare
send teams down.”

Colin nodded

"I can't imagine how it was done," the biosciences officer continued "What kind of wegpon could
producethis? If they'd irradiated the place. .. But theré's smply nothing to go on, Captain. Nothing at
al”

"All right" Colin inhaed degply. "Tanni, what can youtdl us?'

"Scarce more than 'Hanna. We have found some three score orbita vesselsand ingtdlations; al he
abandoned to the dead. Aswith the planets, we durst not look too close, yet our probes have scanned
themwell. In al our servos have attended be naught save bones.”

"Dahak? Any luck ng their computers?’

"Very little, Captain. | have been unable to carry out detailed study of the equipment, but there are mgjor
differences between it and the technology with which | am familiar. In particular, the computer nets
appear to have been connected with fold-space links, which would provide a subgtantia increasein
speed over my own molecular circuitry, and these computers operated on aradicdly different principle,
maintaining dataflow in semi-permanent force fields rather than in physical sorage units. Their power
suppliesfailed long ago, and without continuous energization—" The computers voice paused in the
electronic equivaent of ashrug.

"Theonly instance in which partia dataretrieval has been possbleis artifact seventeen, the Fleet vessd
Cordon" Dahak continued. "Unfortunately, the data core was of limited capacity, asthe unit itsalf was
merely athree-man sublight utility boat, and had suffered from failed fold-space units. Most datain
memory are encoded in amulti-level Fleet code | have not yet been able to break, though | believe |
might succeed if alarger sample could be obtained The recoverable data consist primarily of routine
operationd records and astrogational material.

"| was able to date the catastrophe by consulting the last entry made by Cordon's captain. It contains no
indication of aarm, nor, unfortunately, was she loquacious. Thelast entry smply records an invitation for
her and her crew to dine at the planetary governor's residence on Defram-A 111."

"Nothing more?' Ninhursag asked quigtly.

"No, Commander. There undoubtedly was additiona data, but only Cordon's command computer
utilized hard storage techniques, and it is sadly decayed | have located twelve additiond auxiliary and
gpecia-function computer nets, but none contain recoverable data”

"Vlad?" Colin turned to hisengineer.

| wish | could tell you something. Thefact that we dare not go over and experiment leaves uswith little
hard data, but the remotesindicate that their technology was substantially more advanced than Dahak's.
On the other hand, we have seen little red evidence of fundamental breakthroughs—it ismorelikea
highly sophisticated refinement of what we dready have."

"How now, Vlad?" Jihanith asked. "Hath not our Dahak but now said their computers are scarce like



unto himsdf?'

"True enough, Tanni, but the differences areincrementa.” Vlad frowned. "What heisactudly sayingis
that they moved much further into energy-state engineering than before. | cannot say certainly without
something to take apart and put back together, but those force field memories probably manifested as
solid surfaces when powered up. The Imperium was moving in that direction even before the
mutiny—our own shield is exactly the same thing on agross scae. What they discovered wasaway to
do the same sorts of things on a scale which makes even molycircs big and clumsy, but it was
theoreticaly possible from the beginning. Y ou see? Incremental advances.”

Jhanith nodded dowly, and Colin leaned his elbows on the table.

"Bearing that in mind, Dahak, what are the chances of recovering useful data from any other computers
we encounter?"

"Assuming they are of the variety Heet Captain (Engineering) Chernikov has been discussing and that
they have been left unattended without power, nil. Please note, however, that Cordon's command
computer was not of that type."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning, Captain, that it is highly probable Fleet units retained solid data storage for critical systems
precisaly because energy data storage was susceptible to lossin the event of power failure. If that is
indeed the case, any large sublight unit should provide quite considerable amounts of data. Any supralight
Fleet combatant would, in al probability, retain a hard storage backup of its complete data core.”

"l see" Colin leaned back and rubbed his eyes.

"All right. We're five and ahdf monthsfrom Terra, and so far dl wevefound is one completely
destroyed Fleet base and two totally dead planets. If Dahak's wrong about the Fleet retaining hard
storage for its centra computers, we cant even hope to find out what happened, much lessfind help,
from any system where this disaster spilled oven.

If we turn back right now, well reach Sol over ayear before the Achuultani scouts, which would at least
permit usto help Earth stand them off. By the same token, it would be impossible for usto do that and
then return to the Imperium—or, at least, to move any deeper into it—and still get back to Sol before the
main incurson arrives. So the big question is do we go on in the hope of finding something, or do we
turn back now?'

He studied their faces and found only mirrors of hisown uncertainty.

"I don't think we can give up just yet," he said findly. "We know we can't win without help, and we don't
know thereisn't sill some help available. In al honesty, I'm not very optimistic, but | can’t see that we
have any choice but to rideit out and pray.”

Jhanith and MacMahan nodded dightly. The others were silent then Chernikov raised his head
"A pointgr.”
IIYS?I

"Assuming Dahak isright that Fleet units are amore likely source of information, perhaps we should
concentrate on Fleet bases and ignore civilian systemsfor the moment.”



"My own thought exactly,” Colin agreed.

"Y et'twould be but prudent to assay afew systems more ere we leave this space entire,” Jihanith mused
"Methinks there doth lie another world scarce fifteen light-years hence. T'was not a Fleet base, yet wasit
not arichly peopled world Dahak?'

"Correct maam,” Dahak replied "The Kano System lies fourteen-point-six-six-one light-years from
Defram, very nearly on adirect heading to Birhat The last census datain my records indicates a system
population of some nine-point-eight-three billion."

Colin thought. At maximum speed, the trip to Kano would require little more than aweek. ..

"All right, "Tanni," he agreed "But if we don't find anything there, we'rein the same boat Assuming we
don't get answers at Kano, I'm beginning to think we may have to move on to Fleet Central at Birhat
itsdf.”

He understood the ripple of shock that ran through his officers. Birhat lay amost eight hundred light-years
from Sal. If they ventured that far, even Dahak's speed could not possibly return them to Earth before
the Achuultani scouts had arrived.

Oh, yes, he understood Quite possibly, Dahak aone could stop the Achuultani scouts, particularly if
backed by whatever Earth had produced But if Colin continued to Birhat, Dahak wouldn't be available
totry... and the decision was histo make. Hisdone.

"I recognizetherisks," he said softly, "but our options are closing in, and time's too short to scurry around
from star to star. Unlesswe find a definite answer at Kano, it may run out on us entirely. If were going to
Birhat at dl, we can't afford to deviate or well never get back before the main incursion arrives. If we
make astraight run for it from Kano, we should have some monthsto look around Fleet Centrd and il
beat the redl incursion home. Even assuming aworst-case scenario, assuming the entire Imperiumiislike
Defram, we may at least find out what happened and where—if anywhere—afunctiond portion of the
Imperium remains. I'm not definitely committing usto Birhat; I'm only saying we may not have another
choice”

Hefdl slent, letting them examine hislogic for flaws, amost praying they would find some, but insteed
they nodded one by one.

"All right Dahak, have Sarah set course for Kano immediately. WEll go take alook before we commit to
anythingdse"

"Yes, Captain.”
"I think that's everything,” Colin said heavily, and rose. "If any of you need me, I'll be on the bridge.”

Hewalked out. Thistime Dahak did not call the othersto attention, asif he sensed his captain's mood. ..
but they rose anyway.

"Detection at twelve light minutes," Dahak announced, and Collin’s eyes widened with sudden hope. The
F5 gar caled Kano blazed in Dahak's display, the planet Kano-in a penny-bright dot, and they'd been
detected. Detected! There was a high-tech presence in the system!

But Dahak's next words cut his ation short

"Hodtilelaunch,” the computer said camly. "Multiple hostile launches. Sublight missilesdosing at
point-seven-eight light-speed.”



Missiles?

Tactica, Red Onel™ Colin sngpped, and Tamman's acknowledgment flowed back through his neura
feed. Thetractor web snapped dive, seding himin his couch, and Dahak's mighty wegpons came
on-line as raucous audio and implant darms summoned his crew to battle.

"No offensve action!" Colin ordered harshly.

"Acknowledged." Tamman's toneless voice was that of aman intimately wedded to his computers.
Dahak's shied sngpped up, antimissile defenses came dive, and Colin fell slent as othersfought his ship.

Sarah Meir was part of Tamman'stactical net and she took Dahak ingtantly to maximum sublight speed.
Evasive action began, and the starfield swooped crazily about them. Crimson dots appeared in the
holographic display, flashing towards Dahak like ashoa of sharks, tracking despite his attemptsto
evade.

Hisjammersfilled space and fold-space alike with interference, and blue dots flashed out from the center
of the display, each afive-hundred-ton decoy mimicking Dahak's e ectronic and gravitonic signature.
More than haf the red dots wavered, swinging to track the decoys or smply lost in the jamming, but at
leadt fifty continued straight for them.

They were moving at amost eighty percent of light-speed, but so great was the range they seemed to
crawl. And why where they moving sublight at al? Why weren't they hyper missiles? Why—

"Second savo launch detected,” Dahak announced, and Colin cursed.

Active defenses engaged the attackers. Hyper missiles were usdless, for they could not home on evading
targets, so sublight counter-missiles raced to meet them, blossoming in megaton bursts as proximity fuses
activated Eye-searing flashes pocked the holographic display, and red dots began to die.

"They mount quite capable defenses of their own, Captain,” Dahak observed and Colin felt them through
hisfeed ECM systems lured Dahak's fire wide and on-board maneuvering systems sent the red dote into
wild gyrations, and they were faster than the counter-missiles chasing them.

"Where are they coming from, Dahak?

"Scanners have detected twenty-four identical structures orbiting Kano-111," Dahak replied ashis
close-range energy defenses opened fire and killed another dozen missiles. At least twenty were il
coming. "l have detected launches from only four of them.”

Only four? Colin puzzled over that as the last dozen missiles broke past Dahak's active defenses. He
found himsalf gripping his couch's armrests; there was nothing else he could do.

Dahak's display blanked in the ingtant of detonation, shielding his bridge crew's optic nerves from the fury
unleashed upon him. Antimatter warheads, their yields measured in thousands of megatons, gouged at his
find defenses, but Dahak was built to face things like that and plasma clouds blew past him, divided by
hisshield as by the prow of aship. Y et mixed with the antimatter explosions were the true shipkillers of
the Imperium: gravitonic warheads.

The ancient starship lurched. For dl its unimaginable mass, despite the unthinkable power of itsdrive, it
lurched like abroken-masted galleon, and Colin’s scomach heaved despite the interna gravity field. His
mind refused to contemplate the terrible fury which could produce thet effect as gravitonic shield
components screamed in protest, but they, too, had been engineered to meet this test. Somehow they
hed.



The display flashed back on, spaled by fading clouds of gas and besat, and adamage signal pulsed in
Colin'sneurd feed. A schematic of Dahak's hull appeared above his console, its fronta hemisphere
marred by two wedge-shaped glares of red over akilometer deep.

"Minor damage in quadrants Alpha-One and Three," Dahak reported "No casudties. Capability not
impaired Second salvo entering interdiction range. Third enemy salvo detected”

More counter-missiles flashed out, and Colin reached adecision.
Tacticd, take out the actively atacking ingdlations!”

"Acknowledged," Tamman said and the display bloomed with amber Sghting circles. Each enclosed a
sngle missle platform, too tiny with distance for even Dahak to display visudly, and Colin swallowed.
Unlike their attackers, Tamman was using hyper missiles.

"Misslesaway," Dahak said. And then, dmost without pause, Targets destroyed”

Bright, savage pinpricks blossomed in the amber circles, but the two salvos dready fired were il
coming. Y et Dahak had gained agreat dedl of datafrom thefirst attack, and he was a very fast thinker.
Battle Comp was using his predicted target responses well, concentrating his counter-missilesto thwart
them, dert now for their gpeed and the tricks of defensive ECM, killing the incoming missileswith
inexorable precison. Energy wegpons added their efforts as the range dropped killing still more. Only
three of the second salvo got through, and they were dl antimatter warheads. The find missle of the last
savo died ten light-seconds short of the shield

Colin sagged in his couch.
"Dahak? Any more?' he asked hoarsely.

"Negetive, Sr. | detect active targeting systems aboard seven remaining ingtdlations, but no additiona
missiles have been launched.”

"Any communication attempts?'
"Negative, Captain. Nor have they responded to my hails."
"Damn."

Coalin's brain began to work again, but it made no sense. Why refuse all contact and attack on sight? For
that matter, how had Dahak gotten so deep in-system before being detected? And if attack they must,
why use only asixth of their defensive bases? The four Tamman had destroyed had certainly gone al out,
but if they meant to mount adefense at al, why hold anything back? Especidly now, when Dahak had
riposted so savagely?

"Well," hesaid findly, very softly, "Letsfind out what that was all about Sarah, teke usin at half speed
Tamman, hold uson Red One."

Acknowledgments flowed back to him, and Dahak started cautioudy forward once more at twenty-eight
percent of light speed. Colin watched the display for amoment, then made himself lean back.

"Dahak, give me an dl-hands channd.”
"All-hands channel open, Sr.”

"All right, people,”" Colin said to every ear aboard the massve ship, "that was closer than we'd like, but



we seem to've come through intact. If anyone'sinterested in exactly what happened—" he paused and
smiled; to hissurprise, it felt dmost natura "—you can get the details from Dahak later. But for your
immediate information, no one's shooting at usjust now, so we're going onin for acloser look. They're
not talking to us, elther, so it doesn't look like they're too friendly, but well know more shortly. Hang
loos="

He started to order Dahak to close the channdl, then stopped.

"Oh, one more thing. Well done, adl of you. Y ou did us proud. Out."
"Close channd, Dahak."

" Acknowledged, Captain. Channel closed.”

Thank you," Calin said softly, and histone referred to far more than communi cations channels and the
garship's courtesy. Thank you very much.”

Chapter Eight

The holo of what had once been a pleasant, blue-white world called Keerah hung in Command One's
visud display like aleprous, ocher curse. Once-green continents were wind and water-carved ruins,
grooved like a harridan's face and pocked with occasiond sprawls where the works of Man had been
founded upon solid bedrock and so till stood, sentinelsto avanished population.

Colin gtared at it, heartsick as even Defram had not |eft him. He'd hoped so hard. The missiles which had
greeted them had seemed to confirm that hope, and so he had dmost welcomed them even asthey
sought to kill him. But dead Keerah mocked him.

Heturned away, shifting his atention to the orbiting ring of orbita forts. Only seven remained even
partialy operational, and the nearest loomed in Dahak's display, gleaming dully in the funerd watch light
of Kano. The clumsy-looking base was over eight kilometersin diameter, and a shiver ran down Colin's
pine as he looked at it.

Even now, itstargeting systems were locked on Dahak, its age-crippled computers sending firing signals
to itswegpons. He shuddered as he pictured the ancient launchers swinging through their firing sequences
again and again, dry-firing because their magazines were empty. It was bad enough to know the
long-abandoned war machine was trying to kill him; it was worse to wonder how many other vessal's
must have died under itsfire to exhaudt itsammunition.

And if Dahak and Hector were right, most of those vessels had been killed not for attacking Keerah, but
for trying to escapeit

"Probe Oneis reporting, Captain.” Dahak’ s mellow voice wrenched Colin away from hisfrightening,
empty thoughtsto more immediate matters.

"Very wel. What' stheir status?’
"Externa scans completed, Sr. Fleet Captain (Engineering) Chernikov requests permission to board.”
Colin turned to the holo image beside his console. " Recommendations?*

"My first recommendation isto get VVlad out of there," Cohannasaid flatly. I'd rather not risk our Chief
Enginear on the miserable excuse for an opinion | can giveyou.”



"| tend to agree, but | made the mistake of asking for volunteers.”

"Inthat case," Cohannaleaned back behind her desk in sickbay, athousand kilometers from Command
One, and rubbed her forehead, "we might aswdll let them board.”

"Areyou sure about that?'
"Of course I'm not!" she snapped, and Colin’s hand rosein quick apology.
"Sorry, 'Hanna. What | redlly wanted was arun-down on your reasoning.”

"It hasn't changed" Her dmost normal tone was an unstated acceptance of his apology. The other bases
are as dead as Keerah, but there are at |east two live hydroponics farms aboard that hulk—how | don't
know, after al thistime—and there may be more; we can't tell from exterior bio-scans even &t thisrange.
But that thing's entire atmosphere must’ ve circulated through both of them a couple of million times by
now and the plantsare fill alive It’' s possible they represent amutant strain that happened to be immune
to whatever killed everything on Keerah, but | doubt it. Whatever the agent was, it doesn't seem to have
missed anything down there, so | think it'sunlikely it ever contaminated the battle station.” She
shrugged.

"I know that'samouthful of qudifiers, butit'sal | cantel you."
"But there's no other sgn of life,” Colin said quietly.

"None." Cohanna’s holographic face was grim. "There couldn't be, unlessthey werein stasis. Genetic
drift would've seen to it long ago on something as smdl asthat”

"All right,” Colin sad after amoment Thank you." Helooked down at his hands an ingtant longer, then
nodded to himsdlf.

"Dahak, give me adirect tak to VIad*
"Link open, Captain."
-Viad?'

"Y es, Captain? There was no holo image—Chernikov’ s bare-bones utility boat had gtrictly limited com
facilities—but hiscam voice wasright beside Colin's ear.

"I'm going to let you take a closer look, Vlad, but watch your ass. One man goesin firs—and not you,
Mister. Full bio-protection and total decon before he comes back aboard, too.”

"With al respect, Captain, | think—"
"I know what you think," Colin said harshly. The answer isno."

"Very wdl." Chernikov sounded resigned, and Colin sympathized. He would vastly have preferred to
take therisk himsdlf, but be was Dahak's captain. He couldn't gamble with the chain of command... and
neither could Vlad.

Vlad Chernikov looked at the engineer he had selected for the task. Jehru Chandra had come many
light-yearsto risk hislife, but he looked eager as he double-checked the sedls on his suit. Not cheerful or
unafraid, but eager.

"Be cautiousin there, Jehru."



"Yes, gr."
"Keep your suit scanners open. Wewill relay to Dahak.”

"l understand, Sir." Chernikov grinned wryly at Chandral's manifestly patient reply. Did hereally sound
that nervous?

"On your way, then," he said, and the engineer stepped into the airlock.

As per Cohannasinsistence, there was no contact between Chernikov's workboat and the battle station,
but Chernikov studied the looming hull yet again as Chandra floated across the kilometer-wide gap on his
auit propulsons. This ancient structure was thousands of years younger than Dahak, but the warship had
been hidden under eighty kilometers of solid rock for most of itsvast lifespan. The battle station had not
The once bright battle stedl was dulled by the film of dust which had collected on its age-sick surface and
pitted by micro-meteor impacts, and its condition made Chernikov chillingly aware of itsage as Dahak's
shining perfection never had.

Chandra touched down negtly beside asmdl personnel lock, and hisimplants probed at the contrals.

"Hmmmmm..." Thetension in hisvoice was smoothed by concentration. "Dahak was right, Commander.
I've got live computers here, but damned if | recognize the machine language. Whups! Wait aminute, I've

got something—"
Hisvoice broke off for an agonizing moment, then came back with amaost unexpected sound: achuckle.

I’ll be damned, sir. Thething recognized my effort to access and brought in some kind of trandating
software. The hatch's opening now."

He stepped through it and it closed once more.

"Pressurein thelock,” he reported, hisfold-space com working aswell through battle steel as through
vacuum. "On the low side—'bout point-six-nine atmospheres. My sensors read breathable.”

"Forget it right now, Jehru.”

"Never even congdered it, Sir. Honest Okay, inner lock opening now." Therewasabrief pause. Tinin.
Inner hatch closed. The main lighting's out, but about haf the emergency lightsre up.”

"Isthemain net live, or just thelock computers?”

"Lookslike the auxiliary netsup. Just asec. Yes, Sir. Power level'sweak, though. Can't find the main net,
yet"

"Understood. Give me areading on the auxiliary. Then | want you to head up-ship. Keep an eye out
for..."

Colin rested in his couch, eyes closed, concentrating on his neural feed as Chandra penetrated the
half-dead hulk, gaming in confidence with every meter. It showed even in thetechnicdities of his
conversation with Vlad

Coalin only hoped they could ever dareto let him come home again.

"... and that’ sabout the size of it," Cohannasaid, deactivating her persona memo computer. "We hit
Chandras suit with every decon system we had. As near as Dahak and | can tell, it was a hundred
percent serile before we let him unsuit, but weve got himintota isolation. | think he's clean, but I'm not



letting him out of there until I'm certain.”
"Agreed Dahak? Anything to add?"

"l am 4ill conversing with Omega Three's core computers, Captain. More precisely, | am attempting to
converse with them. We do not speak the same language, and then-data transmission speed is
gppreciably higher than my own. Unfortunately, they aso appear to be quite stupid.” Colin hid asmile at
the peeved note in Dahaks voice. Among the human qualities the vast computer had interndized was one
he no doubt wished he could have avoided impatience.

"How stupid?' he asked after amoment

"Extremely s0. In fairness, they were never intended for even rudimentary self-awareness, and their ageis
also afactor. Omega Three's self-repair capability was never up to Fleet standards, and it has suffered
progressivefailure, largely, | suspect, through lack of spares. Approximately forty percent of Omega
Three's datanet isinoperable. The main computers remain more nearly functiona than the auxiliary
systems, but there are failuresin the core programming itself. In human terms, they are senile”

"l see. Areyou getting anything at al?’

"Affirmative, gr. Infact, | am now prepared to provide a hypothetical reconstruction of events leading to
Omega Threg's emplacement.”

"You are?' Colin sat straighter, and others at the table did the same.

"Affirmative. Be advised, however, mat much of it is speculative. There are serious gapsin the available
data."

"Understood Let's hear it"

"Acknowledged. In essence, Sir, Heet Captain (Biosciences) Cohannawas correct in her original
hypothesis at Defram. The destruction of dl life on the planets we have so far encountered was dueto a
bio-weapon.”

"Whet kind of bio-wegpon?' Cohanna demanded, leaning forward asif to will the answer out of the
computer.

"Unknown at thistime. It wasthe belief of the system governor, however, that it was of Imperia origin.”

"Sweet Jesu," Jiltanith breathed "1n so much at least wert thou correct, my Hector. * Twas no enemy
wreeked their destruction;'twas themselves.”

That isessentialy correct,” Dahak said "As| have ated the data are fragmentary, but | have recovered
portions of memoranda from the governor. | hope to recover more, but those | have aready perused
point in that direction. She did not know how the weapon was originally released but apparently there
had been rumors of such aweapon for sometime.”

"Thefools," Cohannawhispered. "Oh, the fools. Why would they build something like this? It violates
every medicd ethic the Imperium ever had!"

"| fear my datasampleistoo small to answer that, yet | have discovered amost interesting point It was
not the Fourth Imperium which devised this wegpon but an entity caled the Fourth Empire”

For just amoment, Colin failed to grasp the significance. Dahak had used Imperid Universd, andin



Universd, the differentiation was only dightly greater than in English. "Imperium™ was umsuvah, with the
emphasison thelast syllable; "empire’ was umsuvaht, with the emphasis upon the second.

"What?' Cohannablinked in consternation.

"Precisdly. | have not yet established the full Significance of the dtered terminology, yet it suggests many
possibilities. In particular, the Imperial Senate appears to have been superseded in authority by an
emperor—specificaly, by Emperor Herdan XXIV asof Y ear Thirteen-One-Seven-Five."

"Herdan the Twenty-forth?" Colin repested.

"Thetitle would seem significant,” Dahak agreed, "suggesting asit does an extremely long period of
persondl rule. In addition, the date of his accession appearsto confirm our dating of the Defram disaster.”

"Agreed,” Colin said "But you don't have any more data?"

"Not of apalitical or societal nature, Captain. It may be that Omega Three will disgorge additiond
information, assuming | can locate the proper portion of its data core and that the relevant entries have
not decayed beyond recovery. | would not place the probability as very high. Omega Three and its
companions were constructed in great haste by local authorities, not by Battle Fleet Beyond the
programming essentiad for their design function, their data bases appear to be singularly uninformed.”

Despite his shock, Colin grinned &t the computer's sour tone.

"All right," he said after amoment "What can you tell us about the effects of this bio-weapon and the
reason the fortifications were built?"

"The data are not rich, Captain, but they do contain the essentias. The bio-weapon appears to have been
designed to mount a broad-spectrum attack upon awide range of life-forms. If the rumors recorded by
Governor Yirthanaare correct, it was, in fact, intended to destroy any life-form. In mammadls, it
functioned as a neurotoxin, rendering the chemica compounds of the nervous system inert so that the
organism died’

"But that wouldn't kill trees and grasses," Cohanna objected,

"That istrue, Commander. Unfortunately, the designers of this wegpon appear to have been extremely
ingenious. Obvioudy we do not have a specimen of the weapon itsdlf, but | have retrieved very limited
datafrom Governor Y irthanas own bio-staff. It would appear that the designers had hit upon asmple
observation: dl known forms of life depend upon chemical reactions. Those reactions may vary from
life-formto life-form, but their presence is a constant. This wegpon was designed to invade and neutraize
the critica chemica functions of any hogt”

Impossible,” Cohannasad flatly, then flushed.

"By the standards of my own data base, you are correct, maiam. Nonetheless, Keerah isdevoid of life.
Empirica evidence thus suggeststhat it was, indeed, possible to the Fourth Empire.”

"Agreed," the biosciences head muttered.

"Governor Y irthanas bio-staff hypothes zed that the weapon had been designed to modify itself at avery
high rate of speed attacking the chemica structures of itsvictimsin turn until alethal combination was
reached. An eegant theoretical solution, although, | suspect, actudly producing the weapon would be far
fromample”



"Smple! I'm Hill having trouble believing it was possible!”

"Asfor Omega Three and its companions,” Dahak continued "they were intended to enforce astrict
quarantine of Keerah. Governor Y irthana obvioudy was aware of the contamination of her planet and
took stepsto prevent its spread Thereisaso areference | do not yet fully understand to something
caled amat-trans system, which she ordered disabled”

""Mat-trans? Colin asked

"Yes, gr. Asl say, | do not presently fully understand the reference, but it would appesar that this
mat-trans was a device for the movement of personnd over interstellar distances without recourse to
garships”

"What?" Colin jerked bolt upright in his chair.

"Current information suggests a system limited to loads of only afew tons but capable of transmitting
them hundreds—possibly even severd thousands—of light-years dmost instantaneoudy, Captain.
Apparently this system had become the preferred mode for personal travel. The energy cost appearsto
have been high, however, which presumably explainsthe low upper mass limit Starshipsremained in use
for bulk cargoes, and the Fleet and certain government agencies retained courier vessalsfor
trangportation of highly classfied data.”

"Jesud" Colin muttered. Then hiseyes narrowed. "Why didn't you mention that before?

"You did not ask, Captain. Nor was | aware of it Please recdll that | am continuing to query Omega
Three's memory even as we speek.”

"All right, dl right. But matter transmission? Teleportation” Colin looked at Chernikov. "Isthat possible?’

"As Dahak would say, empirica datasuggestsit is, but if you are asking how, | have no idea. Dahak's
database contains some journa articles about focused hyper fields linked with fol d-space technol ogy, but
the research had achieved nothing as of the mutiny. Beyond that—?* He shrugged

"Maker!" Cohanna's soft voice drew dl eyes back to her. Shewas deathly pale. If they could—" She
broke off, staring down at her hands and thinking furioudly as she conferred with Dahak through her
neura feed Her expresson changed dowly to one of utter horror, and when her attention returned to her
fellows, her eyes glistened with sorrow.

"That'sit" Her voicewas dull. That's how they did it to themsdalves."
"Explan,” Colin said gently.

"l wondered... | wondered how it could go thisfar." She gave hersdlf alittle shake. "Y ou see, Hector's
light—only maniacs would deliberately dust whole planets with aweapon likethis. But it wasn't that way
adl"

They looked at her, most blankly, but aglimmer of understanding tightened Jihanith's mouth. She nodded
amost imperceptibly, and Cohannals eyes swiveled to her face.

"Exactly," the biosciences officer said grimly. The Imperium could have delivered it only viatarships.
They would have been forced to transport the bug—the agent, whatever you went to call it—from
gystem to system, intentionally. Some of that could have happened accidentally, but the Imperium was
huge. By thetime asignificant portion of its planets were infected, the contaminating vector would have
been recognized. If it wasn't addiberate military operation, quarantine should have contained the



damage.

"But the Empirewasn't like that They had this damned 'mat-trans thing. Assuming an incubation period
of any length, all they needed was a single source of contamination—just one—they didn't know about.
By the time they redlized what was happening, it could've spread throughout the entire Imperium, and just
stopping star-ships wouldn't do adamned thing to dow it down!”

Colin stared at her as her logic sank home. With something like the "mat-trans' Dahak had described, the
Imperium’'s worlds would no longer have been weeks or months of travel apart They would have become
atightly integrated, interconnecting unit. Time and distance, the greatest barriersto holding an interstellar
civilization together, would no longer gpply. What atriumph of technology-And what adeedly, deadly
triumph it had proven.

Then | waswrong,” MacMahan murmured. They could wipe themsdves out.”

"Could and did." Ninhursag's clenched fist struck the table gently, for an Imperid, and her voice was
thick with anguish. "Not even on purpose—by accident By accident, Bresker curse them!”

"Wait" Calinraised ahand for slence. "Assume you're right, Cohanna. Do you redlly think every planet
would have been contaminated?’

"Probably not but the vast mgority certainly could have been. From the limited information Dahak and |
have on this monster of theirs—and remember dl our dataisthird- or fourth-hand speculation, by way of
Governor Y irthana—the incubation time was quite lengthy. Moreover, Yirthanasinformation indicatesit
was cgpable of surviving very long periods, possibly severa centuries, in viable condition even without
hogts.

That suggests a strategic rather than atactical weapon. The long incubation period was supposed to bury
it and giveit timeto spread before it manifested itself. That it in fact did so isaso suggested by the fact
that Yirthana had timeto build her bases beforeit wiped out Keerah. Itslong-term lethality would mean
no one dared contact any infected planet for avery, very long period Idedl, if the object wasto cripple
aninterstelar enemy.

"But look what that means. Thanksto the incubation period, there probably wasn't any way to know it
was|oose until people started dying. Which meansthe central, most heavily-visited planetswouldve
been thefirst to go.

"People being people, the public reaction was—must have been—ypanic. And a panicked person'sfirst
responseisto flee" Cohannashrugged. The result might well have been an explosion of contamination.

"On the other hand, they had the hypercom. Warnings could be spread at supraight speeds without using
their mat-trans, and presumably some planets must have been able to go into quarantine before they
were affected. That's where thedwell time' comesin. They couldn’t know how long they had to stay
quarantined. No one would darerisk contact with any other planet aslong asthe smallest possibility of
contamination by something likethisexisted.”

She paused, and Colin nodded.
"So they would have abandoned space,” he said.

"l can't be certain, but it seems probable. Even if any of their planetsdid survive, their 'Empire till could
have salf-destructed out of dl too reasonable fear. Which means—" she met Colin's eyes squarely
"—that in dl probability, theré's no Imperium for usto contact”



Vladimir Chernikov bent over the work bench, studying the disassembled riflelike weagpon. His enhanced
eyeswere sat for microscopic vison, and he manipulated his exquisitdly sendtive ingruments with care.
The back of hismind knew hewastrying to lose himsalf and escape the numbing depression which had
settled over Dahak's crew, but hisfascination was genuine. The engineer in his soul regjoiced at the
beauty of the work before him. Now if he could only figure out what it did.

There was the capacitor, and ared bruteit was, despiteitstininess. Eight or ninetimesaregular energy
guns charge. And these were rheostats. One obvioudy regulated the power of whatever the thing
emitted, but what did the second...?

Hmmmnm. Fascinating. Therésno Sgn of astandard disrupter head in here. But then—ahal What do we
have here?

He bent closer, bending sensor implants aswell as vision upon it, then froze. He looked a moment longer,
then raised his head and gestured to Baltan.

"Takealook at this" he said quietly. His assstant bent over and followed Chernikov'sindicating test
probe to the component in question, then pursed hislipsin aslent whistle.

"A hyper generator,” he said. "It hasto be. But the size of thething.”

"Precisdy.” Chernikov wiped his spotless fingers on ahandkerchief, drying their sudden clamminess.
"Dahak," hesad.

"Yes dar?'
"What do you make of this?'

"A moment,” the computer said Therewas a brief period of silence, then the mellow voice spoke again.
"FHeet Commander (Engineering) Baltan is correct, ar. It isahyper generator. | have never encountered
one of such small sze or advanced design, but the basic function is evident Please note, however, that the
generator cavity'swalls are composed of a substance unknown to me, and that they extend the full length
of thebarre.”

"Explandions?’

It would appear to be a shidding housing around the generator, Sr—one impervious to warp radiation.
Fascinating. Such amateria would have obvious applicationsin such devices as amospheric hyper
missilelaunchers”

True. But am | right in assuming the muzzle end of the housing is open?

"You are, dr. In essence, this appears to be a highly advanced adaptation of the warp grenade. When
activated, this wegpon would project afocused field—in effect, a beam—of multi-dimensiona trandation
which would project itstarget into hyper space.”

"And leaveit there," Chernikov said flatly.
"Of course," Dahak agreed " A most ingenious weagpon.”
"Ingenious," Chernikov repested with a shudder.

"Correct. Yet | perceive certain limitations. The hyper suppression fields dready devel oped to counteract
warp grenades would also counteract this devices effect at least within the areaof such afidd. | cannot



be certain without field-testing the wegpon, but | suspect that it might befired out of or acrosssuch a
suppression field. Much would depend upon the nature of the focusing force fieds. But observe the small
devices on both sides of the barrel. They appear to be extremely compact Ranhar generators. If so, they
presumably create atube of force to extend the generator housing and contain the hyper field thus
contralling its area of effect and aso tending, quite possibly, to offset the effect of asuppresson fidd”

"Maker, and | dways hated warp grenades," Bdtan sad fervently.

l, t0o," Chernikov said. He straightened from the bench dowly, looking at the next innocent-seeming
device he'd abstracted from Omega Three once Cohanna had decided her painstaking search confirmed
the origind suggestion of the functional hydroponic farms. There was no trace of anything which could
possibly be the bio-weapon aboard the battle station, and Chernikov had gathered up every specimen of
technology he could find. HeEd been looking forward to taking al of them apart

Now he was almost afraid to.
Chapter Nine

Colin MacIntyre sat in Conference One once more. Hed grown to hate this room, he thought, bending
his gaze upon the tabletop. Hate it.

Silencefell asthelast person found a seat, and he looked up.

"Ladiesand gentlemen,” he said, "for the past month I’ ve resisted al arguments to move on because |
believe Keerah represents a microcosm of what probably happened to the entire Imperium. | now
believe weve learned al we can here. But—" he drew out the dight pause behind the word"—that il
leaves the question of what we do next. Before turning to that, however; | would like to review our
findings, beginning with our Chief Engineer.”

He sat back and nodded to Chernikov, who cleared histhroat quietly, asif organizing histhoughts, then
began.

"We have examined many artifacts recovered from Omega Three. On the basis of what we have
discovered to date, | have reached afew conclusions about the technical base of the Imperium—that is
to say, the Empire.

They had, as we would have expected, made mgor advances, yet not so many as we might have
anticipated. Please bear in mind that | am speaking only of nonbiological technology; neither Cohanna nor
| arein aposition to say what they had achieved in the life sciences. The wegpon which destroyed them
certainly gppearsto evidence avery high level of bioengineering.

"With that reservation, our initid estimate, that their technology was essentidly avastly refined version of
our own, seems to have been correct With the probable exception of their mat-trans—on which, | regret
to say, we have been unable as yet to obtain data—we have encountered nothing Engineering and Dahak
could not puzzle out Thisis not to say they had advanced to a point far beyond our current reach, but the
underlying principles of their advances are readily apparent to us. In effect, they appear to have reached
aplateau of fully mature technology and, | believe, may very well have been on the brink of fundamental
breakthroughs into anew order of achievement, but they had not yet made them.

"In generd, their progress may be thought of as coupling miniaturization with vast increasesin power. A
warship of Dahak's mass, for example, built with the technology we have so far encountered—which, |
ask you to bear in mind, represents an essentidly civilian attempt to create amilitary unit—would
possess something on the order of twenty times his combat capability.”



He paused for emphasis, and there were signs of awe on more than one face.

"Y et certain countervailing design philosophies and trends, particularly in the areas of computer science
and cybernetics, aso have become apparent to us. Specificaly, the hardware of their computer systems
isextremely advanced compared to our own; their software isnot Assuming that Omega Three isa
representative sample of their computer technology, their computers had an even lower degree of
sdlf-awareness than that of Comp Cent prior to the mutiny. The data storage capacity of Omega Three's
Comp Cent whose mass is approximately thirty percent that of Dahak's central memory core, exceeded
his cgpacity, including dl subordinate systems, by afactor of fifty. The ability of Omega Three, onthe
other hand, despite acomputationa speed many times higher than his, did not approach even that of
Comp Cent prior to the mutiny.

"Clearly, thisindicates a ddliberate degradation of performance to meet some philosophical congtraint My
best guess—and | stressthat it isonly aguess—isthat it results from the period of civil warfare which
gpparently converted the Imperium into the Empire. Fleet computers would have resisted firing on other
Fleet units, and while this could have been compensated for by atering their Alpha Priority core
programming, the combatants may have balked at alowing semi-aware computers to decide whether or
not to fire on other humans. Thisisonly ahypothes's, but it is certainly one possibility.

In addition, we have confirmed one other important point While Omega Three's computers did use
energy-state technology, they aso incorporated non-energy backups, which appearsto reflect sandard
Imperia military practice. This means a deactivated Fleet computer would not experience acomplete
corelossasdid the civilian units discovered at Defram. If powered up once more, thus restoring its
energy-date circuitry, it should remain fully functiond.

"Further, even civilian ingalations which have been continuoudy powered could remain completely
operationa. Omega Three's capabilities, for example, suffered not because it relied upon energy-state
components, but because it was left unattended for so long that solid-state componentsfailed. Had the
battle station's computers possessed adequate self-repair capability and spares, Omega Three would be
fully functiond today."

He paused, asif rechecking histhoughts, then glanced at Colin.
That concludes my report, Sir. Detailed information isin the database for anyone who caresto peruseit.”

"Thank you." Colin pursed hislipsfor amoment, inviting questions, but there were none. They were
waiting for the other shoe, he thought dourly.

"Commander Cohanna?' he said findly.

"Wedtill don't know how they did it," Cohannareplied "but were pretty sure what they did I'm not
certain | can accept Dahaks explanation just yet, but it fits the observed data, assuming they had the
ability toimplement it

"For al practica purposes, we can think of their weapon as adisease letha to any living organism.
Obvioudy, it wasamonster in every sense of the word. We may never learn how it was released but the
effect of itsrelease was the inevitable destruction of dl lifeinits path. Any contaminated planet is dead,
ladies and gentlemen.

"On the other hand—" as Colin had, she drew out the pause for emphass "—we've aso determined that
the weapon had afinite lifegpan. And whatever that lifespan was, it was|ess than the time which has
passed. Weve established test habitats with plants and livestock from our own hydroponic and
recreationd areas, usng water and soil collected by remotesfrom al areas of Keerah's surface. From



Governor Yirthanas records, we know the weapon took approximately thirty Terran monthsto incubate
in mammals, and we've employed the techniques used in accel erated healing to take our sample habitats
through aforty-five-month cycle with no evidence of the wegpon. While | certainly don’t proposeto
return those test subjectsto Dahak's life-support systems, | believe the evidence isvery nearly
conclusive. The bio-weapon itself has died at least on Keerah and by extension, upon any planet which
was contaminated an equivaent length of time ago.

"That concludes my report, Captain.”

"Thank you." Colin squared his shoulders and spoke very quietly asthe full weight of hisresponghbility
descended upon him. "On the basis of these reports, | intend to proceed immediately to Birhat and Fleet
Centrd."

Someone drew a sharply audible breath, and hisface

"What weve discovered here makesit extremely unlikely Birhat survived, but that, unfortunately, changes
nathing.

"l don't know what well find there, but | do know three things. One, if we return with no aid for Earth,
welose. Two, the best command facilities at the Imperium's—or Empire's—disposal would be at Fleet
Central. There, logic suggests the bio-weapon there will be as dead asit is here. Based on those
suppositions, our best chance of finding usable hardwareis at Birhat, and it'slikely we can safely
reactivate any wefind. At the very leadt, it will be our best opportunity to discover the full extent of this
catastrophe.

"Wewill depart Keerah in twelve hours. In the meantime, please carry on about your duties. I'll bein my
quartersif I'm needed.”

He stood, catching the surprise on more than one face when his audience realized he did not intend to
debate the point

"Attention on deck," Dahak intoned quietly, and the officersrose.
Colin walked out in silence, wondering if those held surprised redlized why held foreclosed al debate.

The answver was asSmple asit was bitter. In the end, the decison was his, but if he alowed them to
debate it they must sharein it, however indirectly, and he would not permit them to do so.

He couldn't know if Dahak's presence was required to stand off the Achuultani scouts, but he hoped
desperately that it was not for he, Colin Macintyre, had elected to chase atattered hope rather than
defend his home world If he/d guessed wrong about Horus's progress, he had also doomed that home
world—aworld which it had become increasingly obvious might well be the only planet of humanity
which il exissed—whatever he found at Birhat.

And the fact that logic compelled him to Birhat meant nothing againgt hisfear that he had guessed wrong.
Againg hisignorance of Horuss progress. His agonizing suspicion that if Fleet Centrd il existed, it
might be another Omega Three, senile and crippled with age... the paralyzing terror of bearing
respongbility for the death of his own species.

He would not—could not—share that responsibility with another soul. It was hisaone, and ashe
stepped into the trangit shaft, Senior Fleet Captain Colin Macintyre tasted the full, terrible burden of his
authority at last.

The moss was soft and dightly damp as he lay on his back, staring up at the projected sky. He was



coming to understand why the Imperium had provided its captains with this greenery and freshness. He
could have round true spaciousness on one of the park decks, where breezes whipped across square
kilometers of "open” land, but thiswas his. Thissmdll, private corner of creation belonged to him, offering
its soothing diveness and quiet bird song when the weight of responsbility crushed down upon him.

He closed his eyes, breathing deeply, extending his enhanced senses. The splash of the fountains
caressed him, and agentle breeze stroked his skin, yet the sensations only eased his pain; they did not
banishit.

He hadn't noted the time when he stretched out upon the moss, and so he had no ideahow long hel'd
been there when his neurd feed tingled.

Someone was at the hatch, and he was tempted to deny access, for his awareness of what he'd done
wastoo fresh and aching. But that thought frightened him suddenly. It would be so easy to withdraw into
atortured, hermitlike existence, and it was over six monthsto Birhat A man alone could go mad too
eadly inthat much time.

He opened the hatch, and his visitor stepped inside. She came around the end of athicket of azaleas and
laurel, and he opened hiseyesdowly.

"Art troubled, my Colin," she said softly.

He started to explain, but then he saw it in her eyes. She knew. One, at least, of his officers knew exactly
why he'd refused to discuss his decision.

"May | st with thee?" she asked gently, and he nodded.

She crossed the carpet of moss with the poised, catlike grace which was always so much apart of her,
graight and dimin her midnight-blue uniform, tal for an Imperid, yet ddlicate, her gleaming black hair
held back by the same jeweled clasp she'd worn the day they met. The day when held seen the hatein
her eyes. The hate for what hed done, for the clumsy, cocksure fumbling which had cost thelives of a
grandnephew and great-nieces she loved but even more for what he was. For the threat of punishment he
posed to her mutineer-father. For the fullness of his enhancement while she had but bits and pieces. And
for thefact that he, who had never known of Dahak's existence, never suspected her own people's
londly, hopdessfight againgt Anu, had inherited command of the starship from which she had been exiled
for acrime others had committed.

Therewasakiller in Jhanith. Hed seen it then, known it from the first. The mutiny had cost her her
mother and the freedom of the stars, and the endless stedlth of her peoples shadowy battle on Earth had
been divered glassin her throat, for she was afighter, awarrior who believed in open battle. Those long,
agonizing years had left dark, till placeswithin her. Far more than he could ever hopeto be, she was
capable of desth and destruction, incapable of asking or offering quarter.

But there was no hatein her eyes now. They were soft and gentle under the atrium's sun, their black
depths jewe-like and till. Colin had grown accustomed to the appearance of the full Imperids, yet inthis
moment the subtle dienness of her beauty smote him like afist. She had been born before hisfirst Terran
ancestor crawled into a cave to hide from the weather, yet she was young. Twice his age and more, yet
they were both but children againgt the lifespan of their enhanced bodies. Her youthfulnesslay upon her,
made still more precious and perfect by the endless years behind her, and his eyes burned.

This, he thought This girl-woman, who had known and suffered so much more than he, waswhat thisal
was about She was the symbol of humankind, the avatar of al itsfrailtiesand theiron core of dl its
strength, and he wanted to reach out and touch her. But she was the mythic warrior-maid, the emblem,



and theweight of his decision was upon him. He was unclean.

"Oh, my Colin," she whispered, looking deep into his own weary, tormented eyes, "what hast thou taken
upon thysdf?'

He clenched his hands at his sides, gripping the moss, and refused to answer, but a sob wrenched at the
base of histhroat.

She came closer dowly, carefully, like a hunter gpproaching somewild, snared thing, and sank to her
knees beside him. One delicate hand, dender and fine-boned, deceiving the eye into forgetting its power,
touched his shoulder.

"Once," shesad, "inalifel scarcerecal, | envied thee. Y ea, envied and hated thee, for thou hadst
received al unasked for the onetreasurein al the universe | hungered most to hold. | would have dain
thee, could | but have taken that treasure from thee. Didst thou know that?!

He nodded jerkily, and she smiled.

"Y et knowing, thou didst name me thy successor in command for thine eyes saw more clear than mine
own. Twas chance, mayhap, sent thee to Dahak's bridge, yet well hast thou proven thy right to stand
upon it And never more thanthou hast done thisday.”

Her hand stroked gently from his shoulder to his chest, covering the dow, strong besating of his
bicenhanced heart, and he trembled like afrightened child. But her fingers moved, gentling his strange
terror.

"Y et thou art not battle steel, my Colin,” she said softly. "Art flesh and blood for dl thy biotechnics,
what€eer thy duty may demand of thee."

She bent dowly, laying her head atop her hand and the fine texture of her hair brushed his cheek, its
slken caress dmost agony to his enhanced senses. Tears brimmed in the corners of his eyes, and part of
him cursed his weakness, while another blessed her for proving it to him. The sob he had fought broke
free, and she made a soft, soothing sound.

"Y eq, art flesh and blood, though captain to us all. Forget that not, for thou art not Dahak, and thy
humanity isthy curse, the sword by which thou canst be wounded" Sheraised her head and his blurred
eyes saw thetearsin her own. One moss-stained hand rose, stroking her raven’ sswing hair, and she
gmiled.

"Y et wounds may be hedled my Colin, and | am likewise flesh, likewise blood" she murmured. She bent
over him, and her mouth tasted of the salt of their mingled tears. His other hand lifted drawing her down
beside him on the moss, and he rose on an elbow as she smiled up at him.

Thou wert my salvation,” she whispered caressing hisunruly sandy hair. "Now let me bethine, for | am
thine and thou art mine. Forget it never, my dearest dear, for'tistrue now and ever shall be."

And she drew him down to kiss her once again.

The computer named Dahak closed down the sensors in the captain's quarters with profound but dightly
wigtful gratitude. He had made great stridesin understanding these short-lived infuriating, illogicd,
occasiondly inept, endlesdy inventive, and stubbornly dauntless descendants of hislong-dead builders.
More man any other of hisland he had learned to understand human emotions, for he had learned to
share many of them. Respect Friendship. Hope. Even, in hisown way, love. He knew his presence
would embarrass Colin and Jhanith if it occurred to them to check for it, and while he did not fully



understand the reason, they were hisfriends, and so he left them aone.

He gave the dectronic equivalent of asigh, knowing that he could never comprehend the gentle mysteries
which had enfolded them. But he did not need to comprehend to know how important they were, and to
fed deeply grateful to hisnew friend Tanni for understanding and loving hisfirgt friend Colin.

And now, he thought, while they were occupied, he might add that tiny portion of his atention which
constantly attended his captain's needs and desires to another problem. Those encoded dispatches from
the courier Cordon till intrigued him.

Hislatest dgorithm had failed miserably, though he had finaly managed to crack the scramble and reduce
the messagesto symbol sets. Unfortunately, the symbols were meaningless. Perhaps anew

va ue-substitution subprogram wasin order? Y et pattern analysis suggested that the substitution was
virtually random. Interesting. That implied atremendous symbol s, or else there was amethod to
generate the values which only appeared random. ..

The computer worried happily away at the fascinating problem with afragment of his capacity while
every tiny corner of hisvast starship body pulsed and quivered with his awareness.

All thetiny corners save one, where two very specid people enjoyed apriceless gift of privacy made all
the more priceless because they did not even know it had been given.

The last crude spacecraft died, and the asteroid battered through their wreckage at three hundred
kilometers per second. Bits of debris struck its frontal arc, vanishing in brief, spiteful spits of
flame against its uncaring nickel-iron bow. Heat oozing wounds bit deep where the largest
fragments had struck and the asteroid swept onward warded by the defenders' executioners.

Sx Achuultani starships rode in formation about the huge projectile asit charged down upon the
blue and white world which was its target. They had been detached to guard their weapon against
the pygmy efforts of that cloud-swirled sapphire's inhabitants, and their task was all but done.

They spread out, distancing themselves from the asteroid, energy weapons ready as the first
missiles broke atmosphere. The clumsy chemical-fueled rockets sped outward, tipped with their
pathetic nuclear warheads, and the star ships picked them off with effortless ease. The doomed
planet flung its every weapon against its killersin despair and desperation... and achieved
nothing.

The asteroid hurtled onward, an energy state hungry far immolation, and the star ships wheeled up
and away as it tasted air at last and changed. For one fleeting instant it was no longer a thing of
ice-bound rock and metal. It was alive, a glorious, screaming incandescence pregnant with death.

It struck, spewing its flame back into the heavens, stripping away atmosphere in a cataclysm of
fire, and the Achuultani starships hovered a moment longer, watching, as the planetary crust split
and fissured. Magma exploded from the gaping wounds, and they spread and grew, racing like
cracksin ice, until the geologically unstable planet itself blew apart.

The starships lingered no longer. They turned their bows from the ruin they had wrought and
raced outward. Twenty-one light-minutes from the primary they crossed the hyper threshold and
vanished like soap bubbles, hastening to seek their fellows at the next rendezvous.

Chapter Ten
Horus stood on the command deck of the battleship Nergal , dmaost unrecognizable in its refurbished



state, and watched her captain take her smoothly out of atmosphere. A year ago, Adrienne Robbins, one
of the US Navy's very few female attack submarine skippers, had never heard of the Fourth Imperium;
now she performed her duties with a competence which gave him the same pleasure hetook from aviolin
virtuoso and aMozart concerto. She was good, he decided, watching her smooth her gunmeta hair.
Better than held ever been, and she had the confident, dmost deepy smile of ahungry tiger.

He turned from the bridge crew to the holo display as Nergal did into orbit. Marshd Tsen, Acting Chief
of the Supreme Chiefs of Staff, towered over hisright shoulder, and Vassily Chernikov stood to Horus's
left. dl three watched intently as Nergal leisurely overtook the haf-finished bulk of Orbita Defense
Center Two, and Horus suddenly snapped hisfingers and turned to Tsen.

"Oh, Marshd Tgen," hesaid, 1 meant to tell you that | spoke with General Hatcher just before you
arrived, and he expectsto return to us within the next four or five weeks."

Relief lit both officers eyes, for it had been touch and go for Gerald Hatcher. Though Tsen'sfirgt aid had
saved hislife, hewould have lost both legs without Imperia medica technology, assuming hed lived at
al, yet that same technology had nearly killed him.

Hatcher was one of those very rareindividuas, lessthan one tenth of apercent of the human race, who
were dlergic to the standard quick-hed drugs, but the carnage at Minya Konka had offered no time for
proper medica workups, and the medic who first treated him guessed wrong. The generd's reaction had
been quick and savage, and only the fact that that same medic had recognized the symptoms so quickly
had prevented it from being fatal.

Even 50, it had taken monthsto repair hislegsto apoint which permitted bioenhancement, for if the
dternate thergpies were just as effective, they were aso far dower. Which also meant his recuperation
from enhancement itself was taking far longer than normd, so it wasavast rdlief to dl his colleagues and
friends to know he would soon return to them.

And, Horus thought, remembering how Hatcher had chuckled over Tsen'sremark at Minya Konka, as
the first enhanced member of the Chiefs of Staff.

"I anrelieved to hear it, Governor," Tden said now. "And | am certain you will be relieved to have him
back."

"I will, but I'd dso like to congratul ate you on ajob very well done these past months. | might add that
Gerdd sharesmy satisfection.”

"Thank you, Governor." TSen didn't smile—Horus didn't think he'd ever seen the big man smile—but his
eyes showed his pleasure.

"Y ou deserve dl the thanks we can give you, Marshd," he said quietly.

In asense, Hatcher's injuries had been very much to their advantage. If any other member of the chiefs of
saff washisequal in every way, it was Taen. They were very different; TSen lacked Hatcher's ease with
people and the flair which made exquisitely choreographed operations seem effortless, but he was
tirdless, analyticd, eternally salf-possessed, and asinexorable as a Juggernaut yet flexibly pragmatic. Hed
streamlined their organization, moved their construction and training schedules ahead by amost amonth,
and—most importantly of al—stamped out the abortive guerrillawar in Asawith a ruthlessness Hatcher
himself probably could not have displayed.

Horus had been more than alittle horrified at the way Tsien went about it He hadn’t worried about taking
armed resisters prisoner, and those held taken had been summarily court-martialed and executed usualy



within twenty-four hours. His reaction teams had been everywhere, filling Horus with the fear that
Hatcher had made arare and terrible error in recommending him as his replacement. Thered been an
elementd implacability about the huge Chinese, one that made Horus wonder if he even cared who was
innocent and who guilty.

Y et hed made himsdf wait, and time had proved the wisdom of his decision. Ruthless and implacable,
yes, and aso aman tormented by shame; Tsen had been those things, for it had been his officerswho
had betrayed their trust But held been just asruthlesdy just. Every individual caught in his nets had been
sorted out under an Imperial he detector, and the innocent were freed as quickly asthey had been
apprehended Nor had he permitted any unnecessary brutality to taint his actions or those of his men.

Even moreimportantly, perhaps, he was no "Westerner” punishing patriots who had struck back against
occupation but their own commander-in-chief, acting with the full support of Party and government, and
no one reputation, and the fact that he had been selected to replace the wounded Hatcher, had done
more to cement Asian support of the new government and military than anything else ever could have.

Within two weeks, dl attacks had ended. Within amonth, there was no more guerrillamovement. Every
one of itsleaders had been apprehended and executed; none were imprisoned.

Nor had the chilling message been lost upon the rest of the world Horus had agonized over the brutal
suppression of the African riots, but Tsien'slesson had gone home. There was still unrest, but the world's
news channels had carried live coverage of the trias and executions, and outbursts of open violence had
ended amost overnight.

Tsen bobbed his head dightly in acknowledgment of the compliment, and Horus smiled, turning back to
the display as ODC Two grew withinit.

The eye-searing fireflies of robotic welders crawled over the vast structure while suited humans floated
nearby or swung through their hard-working mechanical minionswith apparently suicidal disregard for life
and limb. Shuttles of components from the orbital smelters arrived with the precision of awell-run Terran
railroad, disgorging their loads and wheeling away to return with more. Construction ships, raw and
naked-looking in their open girder-work, seized structura members and frame units on tractors, placing
them for the swarm of weldersto tack into place and then backing away for the next Conduits of Terran
cable for communication nets, crystalineicicles of Imperial molycircsfor computer cores and fire control,
the huge, glittering blocks of prefabricated shield generators, Terran lighting and plumbing fixtures, and
the truncated hollow stubs of missile launchers—all vanished into the seeming confusion asthey watched
and aways there were more awaiting the frantically laboring robots and their masters.

It was impressive, Horus thought Even to him—or, possibly, especially to him. Geb had shared Tegrans
remarks about the Terra-born with him, and Horus could only agree. Unlike these fiercely determined
people, hed known their task was al but impossible. They hadn’t accepted that, and they were making
liarsof hisown fears.

He and the general s watched the seething construction work for several minutes, then Horus turned away
with aggh, followed by his subordinates. They stepped into the trandt shaft with him, and he hid asmile
at Tsen'suneasy expression. Interesting that this should bother him when facing atotally unexpected
ambush by traitorswithin hisown military hadn't even fazed him.

They arrived at the conference room Captain Robbins had placed at their disposal, and he waved them
towards the table as he seated himsdlf at its head and crossed hislegs comfortably.

I'm impressed, gentlemen,” he said. "I had to seethat in person before | could quite believeit, I'm afraid.
Y ou people are producing miracles.”



He saw the pleasurein their eyes. Hattery, he knew, was anathema to these men, however much of it
they'd heard during their careers, but knowing their competence was appreciated—and, even more
importantly, recognized for what it was—was something else.

"Now," he said, planting hisforearms on the table and looking at Tsen, "suppose you tell me what other
miracles you plan on working."

"With your permission, Governor, | shall begin by presenting abrief overview," the marshd replied, and
Horus nodded approval.

"In generd," TSen continued, "we are now only one week behind Generd Hatcher'soriginal timetable.
The resstance in Asia has delayed completion of certain of our projects—in particular, PDCs Huan-Ti
and Shiva suffered severe damage which has not yet been made entirely good—»but we are from one
month to seven weeks ahead of schedule on our non-Asian PDCs. Certain unanticipated problems have
arisen, and | will ask Marsha Chernikov to expand upon them in amoment, but the overdl rate of
progress is most encouraging.

"Officialy, the merger of dl existing command structures has been completed In fact, disputes over
seniority have continued to drag on. They are now being brought to an end.”

Tsen'spolicy was smple, Horus reflected; officers who objected to the distribution of assgnments were
samply reieved It might have cost them some capable people, but the marshd did have away of getting
his points across.

"Enhancement is, perhaps, the brightest spot of al. Councilor Tudor and her people have, indeed,
worked miraclesin thisarea. We are now two months ahead of schedule for military enhancement and
amogt five weeks ahead for nonmilitary enhancement, despite theinclusion of additiona occupationa
groups. We now have sufficient personne to man al existing warships and fighters. Within another five
months, we will have enhanced staffsfor al PDCs and ODCs. Once that has been achieved, we will be
able to begin enhancement of crews for the warships now under construction. With good management
and avery little good fortune, we should be able to crew each unit asit commissions.”

That isgood news! Y ou make me fed we may pull this off, Marsha.”

"We shdl certainly attempt to, Governor,” TSen said calmly. The bal ance between weapons fabrication
and continued industria expansion remains our worst production difficulty, but resource alocation is
proving more than adequate. | believe Marshd Chemicd’ s current planswill overcome our remaining
problemsin thisarea

"Generd Chiang faces some difficultiesin hiscivil defense command, but the Situation isimproving. In
terms of organization and training, he istwo months ahead of schedule; k is congtruction of theinland
shelters which poses the greatest difficulty, then food collection.”

Horus nodded. Chiang Chien-su, one of Tsien's nominees to the Supreme Chiefs of Staff, was a short,
rotund martinet with the mind of acomputer. He smiled alot, but the granite behind the smile was evident
Lessevident but no lessred was his deep respect for human life, an inner gentlenesswhich, conversaly,
meade him absolutdly ruthless where saving lives was concerned.

"How far behind is shelter construction running?*

"Over three months," Tsen admitted. "We anticipate that some of that will be made up once PDC
congtruction is complete. | must point out, however, that our original schedules aready allowed for
increasesin building capacity after our fortification projects were completed. | do not believe wewill be



able to compensate completely for the time we have lost This means mat a greater proportion of our
coastal populationswill be forced to remain closer to their homes."

Horus frowned. Given theratio of seasto land, anything that broke through the planetary shield wasthree
timesmore likely to be an ocean drike than to hit land That meant tsunamis, flooding, sdt rains... and
heavy loss of lifein coastal aress.

"I want that program expedited Marsha Tsen,” he said quietly.

"Governor,” Taen said equaly quietly, "1 have dready diverted eighty percent of our emergency reserve
capacity to the project. Every expedient is being pursued but the project isimmense and thereismore
civilian opposition to the attendant disruptions than your Council anticipated. The Stuation dsois
exacerbated by the food program. Collection of surpluses even in First World areas places severe strains
on available transport; in Third World areas hoarding is common and armed resistance is not unknown.
All of thisdiverts manpower and transport from population relocation efforts, yet the diversonis
necessary. Thereislittle point saving lives from bombardment only to lose them to Sarvation.”

"Areyou saying wewon't makeit?'

"No, Governor, | do not say wewill fail. I only caution you that despite the most strenuous exertions, it is
unlikely that we will succeed entirdly."

Their eyeshed for amoment, then Horus nodded If they were no more than three months behind they
were still working miracles. And the marsha's integrity was absolute; if he said every effort would be
made, then every effort would be made.

"On amore cheerful note," Tsen resumed after amoment, "Admiral Hawter and General Singhman are
doing very well with their training commands. It is unfortunate that So much training must be restricted to
samulators, but | am entirely satisfied with their progress—indeed, they are accomplishing more than | had
hoped for. Generd Tamaand Generd Amesbury are performing equaly well in the management of our
logigtics. There remain some personnel problems, principaly in terms of manpower dlocation, but | have
reviewed Generd Ki's solutionsto them and fedl confident they will succeed.

"In my own opinion, our greatest unmet training needs liein the operationa area. With your permission, |
will expand upon this point following Marsha Chernikov report”

"Of course" Horus said.
Then, if | may, | will ask Marshd Chernikov to begin."

"Certainly." Horusturned his bright old eyesto Chernikov, and the Russian rubbed afingertip thoughtfully
over the table as he spoke.

"Essentidly, Horus, we are well ahead of schedule on our PDC programs. We have managed this
through alocation of additiona manufacturing capacity to construction equipment and the extraordinary
efforts of our personnel.

"We are not so advanced on our orbital work, but Geb and | agree that we should be on schedule by the
end of next month, though it is unlikely we will complete the projects very much aheed of schedule.
Nonetheless, we believe we will a least make our target datesin al cases.

"Despite this, two problems concern me. Oneisthe planetary power grid; the other isthe relative priority
of munitions and infrastructure. Allow meto take themin turn.



"Firgt, power." Chernikov folded his arms across his broad chest, his blue eyes thoughtful. "Asyou
know, our planning has aways envisioned the use of existing Terran generator capacity, but | fear that
our estimates of that capacity were overly optimistic. Even with our PDCs fusion plants, we will be hard
put to provide sufficient power for maximum shield strength, and the Situation for our ODCsis even
worse."

"Excuse me, Vassly, but you said you were on schedule,” Horus observed.

"Weare, but, asyou know, our ODC designs rely upon fold-space power transmission from Earth. This
design decision was effectively forced upon us by the impossibility of building full-scae plantsfor the
ODCsinthetime available. Without additiona power from Earth, the stations will not be able to operate
al sysemsat pesk efficiency.”

"And you're afraid the power won't be there,” Horus said softly. "1 see.”

"Perhgps you do not quite. | am not afraid it will not beavailable; | know it will not. And without it—"
He shrugged dightly, and Horus nodded.

Without that power net, the ODCswould lose more than half their defensive strength and amost as much
of their offensive punch. Their missile launchers would be unaffected, but energy weapons were another
matter entirely.

"All right, Vassly, you're not the sort to dump a problem on me until you think you've got an answer. So
what rabbits coming out of the hat thistime?'

"A coretap,” Chernikov said levelly, and Horus jerked in his chair.

"Are you out of your—? No. Wait" He waved a hand and made himself sit back. "Of course you're
not. But you do recognize the risks?"

"I do. But we must havethat power, and Earth cannot provideit."

Maker, tell me what to do, Horus thought fervently. A core tap on a planet? Madness! If they lose
contral of it, even for an instant—!

He shuddered as he pictured that demon of power, roused and furious asit turned upon the insignificant
mites who sought to master it A smoldering wasteland, scoured of life, and raging storm fronts, hurricanes
of outraged atmosphere which would rip across the face of the planet...

There's no other choice?' Histone was amost pleading. “"None?'
"Nonethat my staff have been ableto discover,” Chernikov said flatly.
"Where—" Horus paused and cleared histhroat "Where would you put it?*
"Antarctica," Chernikov replied.

Theresafitting irony in that, Horus thought Anu's enclave hid there for millennia But apolar position? So
closeto the Indian Ocean biosystem? Y et where would | prefer it? New Y ork? Moscow? Beijing?

"Have you caculated what happensif you lose control ?* he asked finaly.

"Aswell aswe can. In aworst-case scenario, we will lose approximately fifty-three percent of the
Antarctic surface. Damageto (heloca ecosystem will be effectively total. Damage to the Indian Ocean
biosystem will be severe but, according to the projections, not irrecoverable. Sealevel worldwide will



rise, with consequent coastal flooding, and some globa temperature drop may be anticipated Estimated
direct loss of life: gpproximately six-point-five million. Indirect deaths and the total who will be rendered
homeless areimpossible to caculate. We had considered an arctic position, but greater populations
would bein relative proximity, the flooding would be at least as severe, and the contamination of salt
ranswould be still worse when the sea water under the ice sheet vaporized”

"Maker!" Horus whispered "Have you discussed thiswith Geb?”

"I have. Itisonly fair to tell you he was utterly opposed, yet after we had discussed it a some length, he
modified his position somewhat He will not actively oppose a core tap, but he cannot in good conscience
recommend it On the other hand—" the gaze from agate-hard blue eyes stabbed at Horus "—thisishis
planet only by adoption. | do not say that in any derogatory sense, Horus, yet it istrue. Worse, he
continuesto fed—as, | believe, do you—a guilt which produces a certain protective paterndism within
him. If he could refute the logic of my arguments, he would oppose them; hisinability to support them
suggests to methat hisown logic is unable to overrule his emotions. Perhaps,” the hard eyes softened
dightly, "because heis so good aman.”

"And despite that, you want to go ahead"

"I see no option. Werisk seven million dead and severe damage to our world if we proceed; werun afar
greater risk of thetotal destruction of the planet if we do not.”

"Marshd Tgen."

"l am less conversant with the figures than Marsha Chernikov, but | trust his calculations and judgment |
endorse his recommendation unreservedly, Governor. | will do so inwriting if you wish."

That won't be necessary.” Horus sighed His shoulders dumped but he shook his head wryly. ™Y ou
Terraborn are something ese, Vassly!"

"If so, we have had good teachers,” Chernikov replied eyes warming with true affection. Thanksto you,
we have apossihility of saving oursdves. We will not throw away the chance you have given us.”

Horusfelt hisface heat and turned quickly to another point.

"Maker! | hope you didn't plan on discussing your concernsin order of severity. If your munitions
problem isworse—!"

"No, no!" Chernikov laughed "No, thisis not quite so grave. Indeed one might dmost cdl it planning for
thefuture

"Wl that hasacheerful ring."

"Russians are not aways melancholy, Horus. Generdly, but not dways. No, my mgor concern stems
from the high probability that our planetary shield will be forced back into atmosphere. Our ODCswill
befairly capable of sdf-defense, dthough we anticipate high losses among them if the planetary shied is
forced back, but our orbital industrid capacity will, unfortunately, aso be exposed. Nor will it be
practica to withdraw it to the planetary surface.”

That was true enough, Horus reflected They'd accepted that from the beginning, but by building purely
for aweightless environment they'd been able to produce more than twice the capacity in haf thetime.

"What do you havein mind?'



T am about to become gloomy again,” the Russian warned, and Horus chuckled. "L et us assume we have
succeeded in driving off the scouts but that Dahak has not returned when the main incursion arrives. |
redizethat our chances of surviva in such an eventudity aredight, yet itisnot inmeto say there are
none. Perhapsit isunredistic of me, but | admire the American John Paul Jones and respect his advice.
Both the more famous quote, and another It ssemsalaw inflexible unto itsdf that he who will not risk
cannot win. | may not have it quite correct, but | believe the spirit comes through.”

Thisis heading somewhere?' Horus asked quizzicaly.

"It is. If welose our orbital industry, we lose eighty percent of our total capacity. Thiswill leave us much
weaker when we confront the main incurson. Even if we begt off the scouts quickly and with minimal
losses—a happy State of affairs on which we certainly cannot depend—we will be hard-pressed to
rebuild even to our current capacity out of our present Imperia planetary industry. | therefore propose
that we should place greater emphasis on increasing our planetary industrid infrastructure.”

"| agreeit'sdesirable, but where do you plan to get the capacity?*
"With your permission, | will discontinue the production of mines™
llAml

"I have studied their capabilities, and while they areimpressive, | fed they will be less useful againgt the
scouts than an increase in planetary industrid capacity will be to our defense againgt the main incursion.”

Why?

"Essentialy, the mines are smply advanced hunter-killer satdllites. Certainly their ability to attack vessdls
asthey emerge from hyper isuseful, yet they will be required in tremendous numbersto effectively cover
the volume of space we must protect. Their attack radiusis no more than ninety thousand kilometers, and
mass attacks will be required to overpower the defenses of any dert target. Because of these limitations,

| doubt our ability to produce adequate numbersin thetime available to us. | would prefer to do without
them in order to safeguard our future industrial potentid.”

"l see" Horus pursed hislips, then nodded. "All right, | agree.”
"Thank you."
"Now, Marshd," Horus turned to Tsien, "you mentioned something about operationa problems?”

"Y es, Governor. Genera Amesburys Scanner Command iswell prepared to detect the enemy's
approach, but we do not know whether we would be better advised to send our units out to meet them
asthey move in-system after leaving hyper or to concentrate closer to Earth for sorties from within the
shield after they have closed with the planet The question a0, of course, is complicated by the possibility
that the Achuultani might attempt a pincer attack, using one group of scoutsto draw our sublight units out
of position and then micro-jumping across the system to attack from another direction.”

"And you want to finalize operationd doctrine?"

"Not precisdly. | redize that thisalmost certainly will not be possible for some time and that much
ultimately will depend upon the differences between Achuultani technology and our own. For (he
moment, however, | would liketo grant Admiral Hawters request to deploy our existing unitsfor
operationd training and war gamesin the trans-asteroida area. It will give the crews valuable experience
with their wegpons, and, more importantly, | believe, give our command personnel greater confidencein
themsdves."



"| agree entirdy,” Horussaid firmly. "And it'll dso let us use some of the larger asteroids for target
practice—which meansthe Achuultani won't be able to use them for target practice on us! Proceed with
itimmediately, by dl means, Marsha Tsen. Vassly, I'll take your recommendations to the Council.
Unless someone there can give me an overpowering counterargument, they'll be approved within
forty-eight hours. Isthat good enough?!

"Eminently, Governor."
"Good. Inthat case, gentlemen, let's get into our suits. | want to see ODC Two firgthand”

The Achuultani scouts gathered their strength once more, merging into a single huge formation
about their flagship. A brilliant F5 star lay barely five light-years distant, but it held no interest
for them. Their instruments probed and peered, listening for the electromagnetic voices they had
come so far to find. The universe was vast. Not even such accomplished killers as they could
sweep it of all life, and so worlds such as T’ Yir were safe unless the scouts literally-stumbled
across them.

But other worlds were not, and the sensor crews caught the faint signals they had sought.
Directional antennae turned and quested, and the scouts reoriented themselves. A small, G2 star
called to them, and they went to silence it forever.

Chapter Eleven

"Barbarian!" Tamman shook his head mournfully as he took afresh glass of lemonade from hiswifeand
buried his sorrowsin its depths.

"And why might that be, you effete, over-civilized, not to say decadent, epicure?’ Colin demanded.
"That ought to be obvious. Mesquite charcod? How... how Texan!"

Colin stuck out histongue, and mest juices hissed as he turned stegks. A fragrant cloud of smoke rose on
the heat shimmer of the grill, pushed out over the lake by the park deck's cool breezes, and the volleybal
tournament wasin full cry. He glanced up in time to see Colonel Tama Mat-suo, Tamman's grandson,
launch avicious spike. One of the German team's forwards tried to get under it, but not even an
enhanced human could have returned that shot.

"Banzai!" the Sendal Division'steam screamed, and the Germans muttered darkly. Jiltanith applauded,
and Mat-suo bowed to her, thenprepared to serve. His hand struck the ball like ahammer, and Colin
winced asit bulleted across the net.

"Now, Tamman, don't be so harsh," his critic'swife chimed in. "After dl, Colin's doing the best he knows

"Oh, thank you, kind lady! Thank you! Just remember—your wonderful husband is the one who courted
bad luck by brailing tai in miso last week."

Recon Captain Amanda Givens laughed, her cafe-au-lait face wreathed in alovely smile, and Tamman
pulled her down beside him to kiss her ear.

"Nonsense," hesaid airily. "Just doing my bit to root out superstition. Anyway, | was out of sdt.”

Amandasnuggled closer to him, and Colin grinned. Dahak's sickbay had regenerated the leg sheld lost in
the LaPaz raid in timefor her wedding, and the sheer joy she and Tamman took in one another warmed
Colin's heart, even though their marriage had caused afew unanticipated problems.



Dahak had dways seemed a bit pettish over the Terran insistence that one name wasn't good enough.
He'd accepted it—grumpily—but only until he got to attend the first wedding on his decksin fifty
thousand years. In some ways, hed seemed even more delighted than the happy couple, and he'd hardly
been able to wait for Colin to log the event officidly.

That was when the trouble started, for Imperia conventions designating marital status sounded ridiculous
applied to Terran names, and Dahak had persisted in trying to make them work. Colin usualy wound up
giving in when Dahak felt moved to true intrand gence—talking the computer out of something was akin
to parting the Red Sea, only harder—but held refused pointblank to let Dahak inflict anamelike
Amandacollettegivens-Tam on afriend. The thought of hearing that every time Dahak spoke to or of
Amanda had been too much, and if Tamman had originadly inssted (when hefindly stopped laughing) that
it wasalovely namewhich fdl trippingly from the tongue, histune quickly changed when he found out
what Dahak intended to call him. Tamman-Amcolgiv was shorter; that was about al you could say for it.

"Methinksit little matters what thou sayst, Tamman,” Jlitanith's mournful observation drew Colin back to
the present as she opened another bottle of beer "Our Colin departeth not from hisfell intent to poison
one and al with his noxious smokes and fumes.”

"Ligten, dl of you," Colin retorted, propping hisfists on his hips, I'm captain of thistub, and well fix food
my way!"

"Didgt'a hear thy captain speak of thee, Dahak, my tub?" Jltanith caroled, and Colin shook afigt at her.

"I believe the proper response is 'Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me,™
amellow voicereplied, and Colin groaned.

"What idiot encouraged him to learn cliches?
"Nay, Colin, acquit usal. Tissmply that we discouraged him not.”
"Well you should have."

"Stop complaining and let the man cook.” Vlad Chernikov lay flat on his back in the shade of ayoung
oak. Now he propped one eye open. If you do not carefor his cuisine, you need not et it, Tamman."

"Fat chancel" Colin snorted, and stole Jhanith's beer.

He swalowed, enjoying the "sun" on his shoulders, and decided Tanni had been right to talk him into the
party. The anniversary of thefall of Ami's enclave deserved to be celebrated as areminder of some of
the "impossible" things they'd dready accomplished, even if uncertainty over what waited a Birhat
continued to gnaw at everyone. Or possibly becauseit did.

Helooked out over the happy, laughing knots of his off-watch crewmen. Some of them, anyway. There
was anull-grav basketball tournament underway on Deck 2460, and Genera Treshnikov had organized
aTop Gun" contest on the smulator deck for the non-fighter pilots of the crew. Then there wasthe
regatta out on the thirty-kilometer-wide park deck'slake.

He glanced around the shaded picnic tables. Cohanna and Ninhursag sat a one, annihilating one another
inagame of Imperia battle chesswith abloodthirsty disregard for losses that would turn aline officer
gray, and Caitrin O'Rourke and Geran had embarked on a drinking contest—in which Caitlin's Aussie
ancestry gppeared to be a decided advantage—at another. General von Grau and General Tsukuba
were wagering on the outcome of the volleyball tournament, and Hector wore adreamy look as he and
Dahak pursued a discussion, complete with neura-feed visud aids, of Hannibd's Itdian tactics. Sarah



Meir sat with him, listening in and reaching down occasionally to scratch the ears of Hectors huge
half-lab, haf-rottweller bitch Tinker Bell as she drowsed at her master'sfet.

Colin returned Jltanith’ s beer, and his smile grew warmer as her eyesgleamed a him. Y es, shedd been
right—just as sheld been right to ingst they make their own "surprise’ announcement at the close of the
fedtivities. And thank God held been firm with Dahak! He didn't know how she would have reacted to
Jltanith-Colfranmac, but he knew how he would have fdt over Colinfrands-macintyre-Jil!

"Suprdight shutdown in ten minutes," Dahak announced into the fiery tensgon of Command One's starlit
dimness, and Colin smiled tightly at Jitanith’s holo image, trying to wish she were not far awvay in
Command Two.

Heinhaled deeply and concentrated on the reports and commands flowing through his neura feed. Not
even the Terra-born among Dahak's well-drilled crew needed to think through their commands these
days. Which might be just aswell. There had been no hails or challenges, but they'd been thoroughly
scanned by someone (or something) while till afull day short of Birhat.

Colin would have felt immeasurably better to know what had been on the other end of those scanners...
and how whatever it was meant to react. One thing they'd learned at Kano: the Fourth Empires
weaponry had been, quite smply, better than Dahak's best. Vlad and Dahak had done al they could to
upgradetheir defenses, but if an active Fleet Centra wasfeding bdlligerent, they might very wdll thein
the next few hours.

"Sublight in three minutes™
"Stand by, Tacticdl," Colin said softly.

"Standing by, Captain.”

Thelast minutes raced even asthey trickled agonizingly dowly. Then Colin felt the start of supralight
shutdown in hisimplants, and suddenly the sarswere ill.

"Core tgp shutdown," Dahak reported, and then, dmost ingtantly, " Detection at ten light-minutes.
Detection at thirty light-minutes. Detection at five light-hours.”

"Digplay system,” Colin snapped, and the sun Bia, Birhat's GO primary, till twelve light-hours away, was
suddenly ringed with a system schemdtic.

"God's Teeth!"

Jltanith's whisper summed up Colin's sentiments admirably. Even at thisrange, the display was crowded,
and more and more light codes sprang into view with mechanica precision as Sarah took themin at half
the speed of light. Dahak's scanners reached ahead, adding contact after contact, until the display
gleamed with athick, incredible dusting of symboals.

"Any response to our presence, Dahak?’
"None beyond detection, Sr. | have received no challenges, nor has anyone yet responded to my hails."”

Colin nodded. It was a disappointment, for he'd felt aspurt of hope when he saw al those light codes,
but it was arelief, aswell. At least no one was shooting at them.

"What the hdl are dl those things?' he demanded.



"Unknown, Sir Passive scanners detect very few active power sources, and even with fold-space
scanners, the range remains very long for active systems, but | would estimate that many of them are
wespon systems. In fact—"

The computer paused suddenly, and Colin quirked an eyebrow. It was unusud, to say the least, for
Dahak to break off in the middle of a sentence.

"Sir," the computer said after amoment, "I have determined the function of certain ingtdlations.”

Anarc of light codes blinked green. They formed aring forty light-minutesfrom Bia—no, not aring. As
he watched, new codes, each indicating an ingtalation much smaller than the giantsin the origind ring,
began to appear, precisdy distanced from the circle, curving awvay from Dahak asif to embrace the
entireinner system. And there—there were two more rings of larger symbols, perpendicular to the first
but offset by thirty degrees. There were thousands—millions—of the things And more were till
appearing asthey came into scanner range, reaching out about Biain asphere.

"Wdl?What arethey?'
They appear, gr," Dahak said, "to be shield generators.”
They're what? Colin blurted, and hefelt VVlad Chernikov’ s shock echoing through the engineering subnet

"Shield generators," Dahak repested, "which, if activated, would enclose the entire inner system. The
larger stations are gpproximately ten times as massive as the smaler ones and appear to be the primary
generators.”

Colin fought asense of incredulity. Nobody could build ashield with mat much surface areal Y et if
Dahak said they were shield generators, shield generators they were... but the scope of such aproject...

"Whatever elseit was, the Empire was no piker," he muttered.
"Asthou sayg," Jltanith agreed. "Y et methinks—"

"Status change," Dahak said suddenly, and abright red ring circled amassve ingdlation in distant orbit
about Birhat itsdlf. "Core tap activation detected.”

"Maker!" Tamman muttered, for the power source which had waked to sudden life was many times as
powerful as Dahak's own.

"New detection at nine-point-eight light-hours. | have achdlenge.

"Nature?' Colin snapped.

"Query for identification only, Sr, but it carriesa FHeet Central imperative. It isrepeating.”
"Respond.”

"Acknowledged." There was another brief sllence, and then Dahak spoke again, sounding—for once—a
bit puzzled "' Sir, the chdlenge has terminated.”

"What do you mean? How did they respond?"
They did not, Sir, beyond terminating the chalenge.”
Colin raised an eyebrow at Jiltanith's holo-image, and she shrugged



"Ask me not, my Colin. Thou knowest asmuch as|."

"Y eah, and neither of usknowsawhole hdl of alot,” he muttered. Then he drew a deep breath. "Dahak,
givemean dl-handslink."

"Acknowledged Link open.”

"People,” Colin told his crew, "weve just responded to a challenge—apparently from Feet Centra
itself—and no one's shooting at us. That's the good news. The bad newsis no onestaking to us, either.
Were moving in. WEIl keep you informed. But at least there's something here. Hang loose.

t3oselink, Dahak."
"Link dlosed ar."

"Thank you," Colin said and leaned back, rubbing his hands up and down the armrests of his couch ashe
stored at the crowded enigmatic display. More light codes were still appearing as Dahak moved deeper
in-system, and the active core tap's crimson beacon pulsed at their center like a heart.

"Well, wefound it," Colin said rising from the captain's couch to stretch hugely, "but God knows what it
is"

"Aye." Jltanith once more manned her own console in Command Two, but her hologram sat up and
swung itslegs over the sde of her couch. "I know not what chanced here, my Coalin, but glad am | Geb is
not hereto seeit.”

"Amen," Colin said Hed once wondered why Geb wasthe only Imperia with asingle-syllable name.
Now, thanksto Jiltanith and Dahak'sfiles, he knew. It was the custom of his planet, for Geb had been
one of those very rare beingsin Battle Fleet: anative-born son of Birhat. It was a proud distinction, but
one Geb no longer boasted of; his part in the mutiny had been something like George Washington's
grandson proclaiming himsdf king of the United States.

"But whatever hath chanced, these newest facts do seem stranger till than aught else we have
encountered.” Jiltanith coiled alock of hair about her index finger and stared & Command Two's visua

display, her eyes perplexed.

With good reason, Colin thought. In the last thirty-two hours, they'd threaded deeper into the Bia
System'sincredible clutter of degp-space and orbitd ingtalations until, at last, they'd reached Birhat itself.
There should have been plenty of room, but the Bia System had not escaped unscathed. Twice they
passed within less than ten thousand kilometers of drifting derdlicts, and that was much closer than any
astrogator cared to come.

Y et despite that evidence of ruin, Colin had felt hopeful as Birhat hersdf cameinto sight, for the ancient
capital world of the Imperium was aive, awhite-swirled sapphire whose land masses were rich and
green.

But with the wrong land of green.

Colin sat back down, scratching his head. Birhat lay just over alight-minute further from Biathan Terra
did from Sol, and itsaxid tilt was about five degrees greater, making for more extreme seasons, but it
had been a nice enough place. It fill was, but thereld been afew changes.

According to the records, Birhat's trees should be mostly evergreens, but while there were trees, they
appeared exclusvey deciduous, and there were other things: legfy, fernlike things and strange,



kilometer-long cregpers with cypress-knee rhizomes and upstanding plumes of foliage. Nothing like that
was supposed to grow on Birhat, and the locd faunawas even worse.

Like Earth, Birhat had belonged to the mammas, and there were mammas down there, if not theright
ones. Unfortunately, there were other things, too, especidly in the equatoria belt. One was nearly a dead
ringer for an under-sized Stegosaurus, and another one (abig, nasty looking son-of-a-bitch) seemed to
combine the more objectionable aspects of Tyrannosaurus and afour-horned Triceratops. Then there
were the birds. None of them seemed quite right, and he knew the big Pterodactyl-like raptors shouldn't
be here.

It was, he thought, the most god-awful, scrambled excuse for abiosystem held ever heard of, and none
of it—not asingle plant, animal, saurian, or bird they'd yet examined—belonged here.

If it puzzled him, it was driving Cohanna baity. The senior biosciences officer was buried in her office
with Dahak, trying to make sense of her ingtrument readings and snarling at any soul incautious enough to
disturb her.

At least the sadly-eroded mountains and seas were where they were supposed to be, loosely spesking,
and there were gtill some clusters of buildings. They were weather-battered ruins (not surprisingly given
the worn-away 1ook of the mountain ranges) liberally coated in greenery, but they were there. Not that it
helped; most were as badly wrecked as Keerah's had been, and there was nothing—absol utely nothing
—where Fleet Central was supposed to be.

Y et some of the Bia Systems puzzles offered Colin hope. One of them floated afew thousand kilometers
from Dahak, serendly orbiting the improbability which had once been the Imperium's capitdl, and he
turned his head to study it anew, tugging at the end of hisnoseto help himsdlf think.

The enigmatic structure was even bigger than Dahak, which was a sobering thought, for aquarter of
Dahak's colossa tonnage was committed to propulsion. Thisthing—whatever it was—clearly wasn't
intended to move, which made dl of itsmass availablefor other things. Like the wegpon systems
Dahak's scanners had picked up. L ots of wegpon systems. Missile launchers, energy weapons, and
launch baysfor fighters and sublight parasites Nergal's size or bigger. Y et for al its gargantuan firepower,
much of itstonnage was obvioudy committed to something else... but what?

Worsg, it was a so the source of the core tap Dahak had detected. Even now, that energy sink roared
away within it, sucking in dl that tremendous power. Presumably it meant to do something withiit, but as
yet it had shown no signs of exactly what that was. It hadn't even spoken to Dahak, despite his polite
queriesfor information. It just sat there, being there.

"Captain?"

"Y es, Dahak?"

"l believe | have determined the function of that ingtallation.”

"Wdl?'

"l believe, ir, thet it is Fleet Centrd." | thought Fleet Centra was on the planet!”

"So it was, fifty-one thousand years ago. | have, however, been carrying out systematic scans, and | have
located the ingtalation's core computer. It is, indeed, a combination of energy-state and solid-state
engineering. It isaso gpproximatdy three-hundred-fifty-point-two kilometersin diameter.”

"Beep!" Colin whipped around to stare a Jihanith, but for once she looked as stunned as he felt. Dear



God, he thought faintly. Dear, sweet God. If VIad and Dahak's projections about the capabilities of
energy-state computer science were correct, that thing was... itwas...

"I beg your pardon, Sr?' Dahak said courteoudy.
"Uh... never mind. Continue your report.”

Thereisvery little more to report. The Size of its computer core, coupled with its obvious defensive
capability, indicatesthat it mugt, at the very least, have been the central command complex for the Bia
System. Given that Birhat remained the capita of the Empire asit had been of the Imperium, this certainly
suggeststhat it was aso Fleet Centrd "

"l... see. Andit ill isn't responding to your hails?’
"Itisnot. And even the Empire's computers should have noticed us by now."
"Could it have done so and chosen to ignore us?"

The possibility exigts, but whileit is probable Fleet procedures have changed, we were challenged and
wedid reply. That should have initiated an autometic request for data core transmission from any newly
arived unit."

"Even if there's no human crew aboard?"

"Sir," Dahak said with the patience of one trying not to be insubordinate to a dense superior, "We were
challenged, which indicates the initiation of an automatic sequence of some sort. And, sir, Fleet Centrdl
should not have permitted avessel of Dahak's Size and firepower to close to this proximity without
assuring itsdlf that the vessdl in question truly waswhat it claimed to be. Since no information has been
exchanged, thereis no way Fleet Centra could know my response to its challenge was genuine. Hence
we should at the very least be targeted by its weapons until we provide a satisfactory account of
oursalves, yet that ingtallation has not even objected to my scanning it. Fleet Central would never permit
an unknown unit to do that.”

"All right, I'll accept that—even if that does seem to be exactly what it's doing—and God knows | don't
want to pissit off, but sooner or later well have to get some sort of response out of it. Any suggestions?”

"As| have explained," Dahak said even more patiently, "we should already have dicited aresponse.”

"I know that," Colin replied, equaly patiently, "but we haven't. Isn't there any sort of emergency override
procedure?’

"No, gir, there is not. None was ever required.”
"Damnit, do you mean to tell methere's no way totak toiit if it doesn't respond to your hails?"

There was a pause lengthy enough to raise Colin's eyebrows. He was about to repesat his question when
his dectronic henchman findly answered.

There might be oneway," Dahak said with such manifest reluctance Colin felt an instant twinge of anxiety.
"Well, spit it out!"

"We might attempt physical access, but | would not recommend doing so."

"What? Why not?'



"Because, Captain, accessto FHeet Centra was highly restricted. Without expressingtructions from its
command crew to its security systemns, only two types of individuals might demand entrance without
being fired upon.”

"Oh?' Colin felt a sudden queasiness and was quite pleased held managed to sound so cam. "And what
two types might that be?"

"Hag officers and commanders of capita ships of Battle Fleet."

"Whichmeans..." Colinsaid dowly.

"Which means," Dahak told him, "that the only member of this crew who might make the attempt is you."
He looked up and saw Jltanith staring a him in horror.

Chapter Twelve

They went to their quartersto argue.

Jltanith opened her mouth, eyes flashing dangeroudy, but Dahak's el ectronic reflexes beat her to it.

"Senior Fleet Captain Macintyre," he said with icy formdity, "What you proposeis not yet and may
never become necessary, and | remind you of Fleet Regulation Nine-One-Seven, Subsection
Three-One, Paragraph Two: The commander of any FHeet unit shall safeguard the chain of command
againg unnecessary risk.' | submit, Sir, that your intentions violate both the spirit and letter of this
regulation, and | must, therefore, respectfully insst that you immediately abandon thisill-advised,
hazardous, and most unwise plan.”

"Dahak," Colinsaid, "shut up.”

"Senior FH—" said shut up,” Colin repeated in adangeroudy level voice, and Dahak shut up. Thank you.
Now. We both know the people who wrote the Fleet Regs never envisioned this Stuation, but if you
want to quote regs, heré's one for you. Regulation One-Three, Section One: In the absence of orders
from higher authority the commander of any Battle Fleet unit or formation shal employ his command or
any sub-unit or member thereof in the manner best calculated, in his consdered judgment, to preserve the
Imperium and hisrace." Y ou once said | had acommand mentality Well, maybe | do and maybe | don’t
but thisisacommand decison and you're damned well going to livewithiit."

llBlJt_ll
"Thediscussonisclosed, Dahak."
Therewas along moment of silence before the computer replied.

"Acknowledged,” he said in hisfrostiest tones, but Colin knew that was the easy part He smiled
crookedly at Jiltanith, glad they were done, and gaveit his best shot.”

"Tanni, | don't want to argue with my XO, either.”

"Dost'anot, indeed?' she flared Then contend with thy wife, lackwit! Scarce onethin day in this system,
and dready thou wouldst risk thy life? What maggot hath devoured thy brain entire? Or mayhap'tis
vanity speaks, for most assuredly'tis not wisdom!™

It isn't vanity, and you know it. We smply don't have time to waste."



"Time, thou sayst?" She spat like an angry cat. "Dogt'athink my wits addled as thine own? Howsoeer
thou dost proceed yet will we never return to Terraere the Achuultani scoutsl And if that be so, then
where's the need o' witless haste? Four months easily, mayhap five, may we spend here and il
out-speed the true incursion back to Earth—and well thou knowest!"

"All right" he said and her eyes narrowed at his unexpected agreement "but assume you're right am) we
start poking around What happens when we do something Fleet Centra doesn't like, Tanni? Until we
know what it might object to, we cant know what might get everyone aboard this ship killed So until we
establish communications with it, we can't do anything ese, ether!”

Jitanith'sfingers flexed like the cat she so resembled but she drew a breath and made hersdf consider his
argument.

"Aye, theressummat in that," she admitted, manifestly against her will. "Y et dtill'tis true we have spent but
little time upon the task. Must thou so soon assay this madness?”

I'm afraid s0," heSghed. "If thisis Fleet Centrd, it's either Ali Baba's Cave or Pandoras Box, and we
haveto find out which. Assuming any of Baitle Fleet's ill operational—and the way thisthing powered
itself up isthefirst sgn something may be—we don't know how long it'll take to assembleit. We need
every minute we can buy, Tanni."

Sheturned away, pacing, arms folded beneath her breasts, shoulderstight with afear Colin knew was
not for herself. Helonged to tell her he understood, but he knew better than to... and that she knew

dready.
She turned back to him at last, eyes shadowed, and he knew he'd won.

"Aye," she Sghed, hugging him tightly and pressing her faceinto his shoulder. "My heart doth rail againgt
it, yet my mind—my cursed mind—concedeth. But, oh, my dearest dear, would | might forbid theethigl™

"I know," he whispered into the sweet-smdlling silk of her hair.

Coalin fdt like an ant beneath an impending foot. Fleet Centrd's armored flank seemed to trap him, ready
to crush him between itsalf and the blue-white sphere of Birhat, and he hoped Cohannawasn't monitoring
his bio readouts.

He nudged his cutter to astop. A green and yellow beacon marked asmall hatch, but though his head
ached from concentrating on hisimplants, he felt no response. He timed the beacon's sequence carefully.

"Dahak, | have a point-seven-five-second visua flash, green-amber-amber-green-amber, on a Class
Seven.

"Assuming Fleet conventions have not changed, Captain, that should indicate an active access point for
amal craft." know." Colin swalowed, wishing his mouth weren't quite so dry. "Unfortunately, my implants
cant pick up athing.”

Coalin fdt asudden, dmost audible dick deep in his skull and blinked at abrief surge of vertigo asa
not-quite familiar tingle pulsed in hisfeed.

I've got something. Still not clear, but—" Thetingle suddenly turned sharp and familiar. "That'sit!"

"Acknowledged, Captain," Dahak said. "The trandation programs devised for Omega three did not
perfectly meet our requirements, but | believe my new modificationsto your implant software should
auffice. | caution you again, however, that additiond, inherently unforeseeable difficulties may await.”



"Understood.” Colin edged closer, ingnuating his thoughts cautioudy into the hatch computers, and
something answered. It wasan ID chalenge, but it tasted. .. odd.

He keyed his personad implant code with exquisite care, and for an instant just long enough to fedl
relieved disappointment, nothing happened. Then the hatch did open, and he dried hispalmson his
uniform trousers

"Well, people,” he murmured, "door's open. Wish meluck.”
"Sodoweadl," Jitanith told him softly. Take care, my love.”

The next haf-hour was among the most nerve-wracking in Colin'slife. His basic implant codes had
sufficed to open the hatch, but that only roused the interna security systems.

There was a strangeness to their chalenges, adogged, mechanica persistence hed never encountered
from Dahak, but they were thorough. At every turn, it ssemed, there were demands for identification on
ever-deeper security levels. He found himsalf responding with bridge officer codes he hadn't known he
knew and redlized that the computers were digging deep into his chalenge-response conditioning. No
wonder Druaga had felt confident Anu could never override hisown fina ordersto Dahak! Colin had
never guessed just how many security codes Dahak had buried in his own implants and subconscious.

But he reached the central trangit shaft at last, and felt both relief and a different tension as he plugged
into the traffic sub-net and requested trangport to Fleet Centra’'s Command Alpha. He half-expected yet
another challenge, but the routing computers sent back aready signal, and he stepped out into the shaft.

One thing about the terror of the unknown, he thought wryly as the shaft took him and hurled him inward:
it neetly displaced such mundane fears as being mashed to paste by the transit shaft's gravitonics!

The shaft deposited him outside Command Alphain abrightly lit chamber big enough for an assault
shuttle. The command deck hatch bore no unit ensign, asif Fleet Centra was above such things. There
was only the emblem of the Fourth Empire: the Imperium's starburst surmounted by an intricate diadem.

Colin looked about, natural senses and implants busy, and paled as he detected the security systems
guarding this gleaming porta. Heavy grav gunsin artfully hidden housings were backed up by the
weapons Vlad had dubbed warp guns, and their targeting systems ware centered on him. Hetried to
graighten his hunched shoulders and approached the huge hatch with a steady tread.

Almost to hissurprisg, it clicked aside, and more silent hatches—twice as many as guarded Dahak's
Command One—aopened as he walked down the brightly lit tunndl, fighting a sense of entrgpment And
then, at last, he stepped out into the very heart and brain of Battle Fleet, and the last hatch closed behind
him.

It wasn't asimpressive as Command One was hisfirst thought—but only hisfirst It lacked the gorgeous,
perfect holo projections of Dahak's bridge, but the softly bright chamber wasfar, far larger. Dedicated
hypercom consoles circled itswalls, labeled with names he knew in flowing Imperia script, nameswhich
hed been only half-bdieved-in legendsin hisimplant education from Dahak. Systems and sectors,
famous Fleet bases and proud formations—the names vanished into unreadabl e distance, and Quadrant

Command nets extended out across the floor, the ranked couches and consoles too numerous to count,
driving home the inconceivable vastness of the Empire.

It made him fed very, very inggnificant.

Y et hewas here... and those couches were empty. He had come eight hundred light-yearsto reach this



enormous room, come from a planet teeming with humanity to this silence no voice had broken in
forty-five millennia, and al this might and power of empire were but the work of Man.

He crossed the shining deck, boothedl s ringing on jeweled mosaics, and ghosts hovered in the corners,
watchful and measuring. He wondered what they made of him.

It took ten minutes to reach the raised dais at the center of the command deck, and he climbed its broad
steps seadily, the weight of some foreordained fate seeming to press upon his shoulders, until he reached
thetop at last.

He lowered himsdlf into the throndlike couch before the single console. It conformed smoothly to his
body, and he forced himsdlf to relax and draw adeep, dow breath before he reached out through his
feed.

There was aquick flicker of response, and he felt a surge of hope—then grunted and flinched as hewas
hurled violently out of the net.

Implant interface access denied,” avoice said. It was asoft, musica contrdto... utterly devoid of life or
emotion.

Colin rubbed hisforehead, trying to soothe the sudden ache deep inside his brain, and looked around the
slent command deck for ingpiration. He found none and reached out again, more carefully.

Implant interface access denied” The voice threw him out of the net even more violently. "Warning.
Unauthorized accessto thisingdlation is punishable by imprisonment for not less than ninety-five
standard years."

"Damn," Colin muttered He was more than haf-afraid of how FHeet Central might react to activating his
fold-space com but saw no option. "Dahak?!

"Yes, Captan?'

"I'm getting an implant access denid warning.”

"Voiceor neurd feed?'

"Voice. The damned thing won't even talk to my implants.”

"Interesting,” Dahak mused "and illogica. Y ou have been admitted to Command Alpha; logicdly,
therefore, Fleet Centra recognizes you as an officer of Battle Fleet Assuming that to be true, access
should not be denied.”

"The same thought had occurred to me," Colin said a bit sarcadticaly.
"Have you attempted verba communication, sir?"

"No."

"I would recommend that asthe next logica step.”

Thanksalot," Colin muttered then cleared histhroat

"Computer," he said feding just a bit foolish addressing the emptiness.

"Acknowledged" the emotionless voice said and his heart legpt. By damn, maybe therewasaway in yet!



"Why have | been denied implant access?'

"Improper implant identification,” the voice replied.
"Improper inwhat way?'

"Dataanomaly detected Implant interface access denied”
"What anomay?' he asked far more patiently than hefelt.

"Implant identification not in Fleet Centra data base. Individua not recognized by core access programs.
Implant interface access denied.”

Then why have you accepted voice communication?”

"Emergency subroutines have been activated for duration of the present crisis,” the voice replied, and
Colin paused, wondering what "emergency subroutines' were and why they dlowed verba access. Not
that he meant to ask. Thelast thing he needed was to change thisthing's mind!

"Computer," he said finaly, "why was | admitted to Command Alpha?’
"Unknown. Security isnot afunction of Computer Central.”

"l see." Colin thought more furioudy than ever, then nodded to himsdf. "Computer, would Fleet Centra
Security admit an individual with invaid implant identification codesto Command Alpha?’

"Negative"

Thenif Security admitted me, the security data base must recognize my implants.”
Silence answered his observation.

"Hmmm, not very talkative, are you?' Colin mused.

"Query not understood,” the voice said.

"Never mind." He drew adeep breath. "'l submit that a search might locate my implant codesin Fleet
Centra Security's data base. Would you concur?”

"The possibility exigts”

"Then | ingruct you," Colin said very carefully, "to search the security database and validate my implant
codes."

Therewasabrief pause, and he bit hislip.
"Verbd ingructions require authorization overrides” the voice said findly, "ldentify source of authority.”

"My own, as Senior Fleet Captain Colin Maclntyre, commanding officer, ship-of-the-line Dahak, Hull
Number One-Seven-Seven-Two-Niner-One." Colin was amazed by how level his own voice sounded.

"Authorization provisonally accepted,” the voice said. " Searching security data base.”
There was another moment of slence, then the voice spoke again.

"Search completed. Implant identification codes located. Anomalies.”



" Specify anomdies”

" Specification one: identification codes not current Specification two: no Senior Heet Captain
Colinmecintyre listed in Fleet Central's data base. Specification Three: Dahak, Hull Number
One-Seven-Seven-Two-Niner-One, logt fifty-one thousand six hundred nine-point-el ght-four-six
standard years ago."

"My codes were current as of Dahak's departure for the Noarl System on picket duty. | should be
added to your data base as a descendant of Dahak's core crew, promoted to fill avacancy left by
combat |0sses.”

That isnot possible. Dahak, Hull Number One-Seven-Seven-Two-Niner-One, no longer exists."”
Then what's my nonexistent command doing here?* Colin demanded.

"Null-vaue query.”

"Null-vaue? Dahaks in orbit with FHeet Centrd right now!

"Datum invaid," Heet Central observed "No such unit is present.”

Colin resisted an urge to smash a biocenhanced fist through the console.

Then what isthe object accompanying Fleet Centra in orbit?" he snarled.

"Dataanomaly,” Fleet Central said emationledy.

"What dataanomaly, damn it?"

"Perimeter Security defensive programming prohibits gpproach within eight light-hours of Planet Birhat
without vaid identification codes. Dahak, Hull Number One-Seven-Seven-Two-Niner-One, no longer
exigts. Therefore, no such unit can be present. Therefore, scanner reports represent data anomaly.”

Colin punched a couch arm in sudden understanding. For some reason, this dummy—or its outer
survelllance systems, anyway—had accepted Dahak's ID and let him in. For some other reason, the
central computers had not accepted that 1D. Faced with the fact that no improperly identified unit could
be here, this moron had labeled Dahak a"dataanomaly” and decided to ignore him!

"Computer," he said findly, "assume—hypotheticaly—that aunit identified as Dahak was admitted to
the Bia System by Perimeter Security. How might that Situation arise?"

"Programming error,” Fleet Central said camly.
"Explan.”

"No confirmation of Loss report on Dahak, Hull Number One-Seven-Seven-Two-Niner-One, was filed
with Fleet Centrdl. Loss of vessdl isnoted in Log Reference
Rho-Upsilon-Beta-Seven-Six-One-Niner-Four, but failure to confirm loss report resulted in improper
data storage.” Fleet Centra fell slent, satisfied with its own pronouncement, and Colin managed not to
Swedr.

"Which means?"

"ID codesfor Dahak, Hull Number One-Seven-Seven-Two-Niner-One, were not purged from



Colin closed hiseyes. Dear God. This brainlesswonder had et Dahak into the system because hed
identified himsdlf and his codes were ill in memory, but now that he was here, it didn't believein him!

"How might that programming error be resolved?' he asked at last.
"Conflicting data must be removed from data base.”

Colin drew another deep breath, aware of just how fragile this entire discussion was. If this computer
could decide something Dahak's size didn't exig, it could certainly do the same with the"dataanomaly's’

captain.

"Evauate possibility that Log Reference Rho-Upsilon-Beta-Seven-Six-One-Niner-Four is an incorrect
datum,” he said flatly.

"Possihility exists. Probability impossibleto assess” Fleet Centrd replied, and Colin dlowed himsdlf a
dight feding of relief. Very dight.

"Inthat case, | ingtruct you to purge it from memory," he said, and held his bresth.
"Incorrect procedure,” Fleet Centra responded.

"Incorrect in what fashion?' Colin asked tauitly.

"Full memory purge requires authorization from human command crew.”

Colin cocked amenta ear. Full memory purge?

"Can data concerning my command be placed in inactive storage on my authority pending proper
authorization?'

"Affirmative”
Then | ingruct you to do so with previoudy specified log entry.”
"Proceeding. Datatransferred to inactive storage.”

Colin shuddered in explosive relaxation, then gave himsalf amenta shake. He might well be relaxing too
soon.

"Computer, who am 17" he asked softly.

"Y ou are Senior Fleet Captain Colinmacintyre, commanding officer HIMP Dahak, Hull Number
One-Seven-Seven-Two-Niner-One," the voice said emotionlesdly.

"And what isthe current location of my command?*

"HIMP Dahak, Hull Number One-Seven-Seven-Two-Niner-One, is currently in Birhat orbit, ten
thousand seventeen point-five kilometers distant from FHeet Centra " themusica voicetold him camly,
and Colin Maclntyre breathed a short, soft, fervent prayer of thanks before jubilation overwhelmed him.

"AD right!" Colin's palms dammed down on the couch armsin triumph.

"What passeth, my Colin?" an urgent voice demanded through hisfold-space link, and he redized held
left it open.

"Werein, Tanni! Tdl al hands—werein."



"Bravely done! Oh, bravery, my heart!"

Thank you," he said softly, then straightened and returned to business. "Compuiter.”

"Yes, Senior Flegt Captain?’

"What's your name, Computer?"

Thisunitisofficidly desgnated Feet Centrd Computer Centrd," the musica voice replied.
"Isthat what your human personndl caled you?'

"Negative, Senior Heet Captain.”

"Well, then, what did they call you?' Colin asked patiently.

"Fleet Central personnel refer to Comp Cent as Mother.”

"Mother," Colin muttered, shaking hishead in disbdief. Oh, well, if that waswhat Fleet Centra was used
to...

"AD right, Mother, prepare to accept memory core download from Dahak."
"Ready,” Mother said ingtantly.
"Dahak, initiate core download but do not purge.”

"Initiating,” Dahak replied camly, and Colin fdt an incredible surge of data. He caught only the fringes of
it through hisfeed, but it was like standing on the brink of ariver in flood. It was amost frightening,
meaking him suddenly and humbly aware of the storage limitations of ahuman brain, yet for dl itstitanic
proportions, it took barely ten minutesto complete.

"Download completed,” Mother announced. "Data stored.”
"Excdlent! Now, give me areport on Fleet satus.”

"Fleet Centrd authorization code required,” Mother told him, and Colin frowned as his enthusasm was
checked abruptly. He didn't know the authorization codes,

He pulled on the end of hisnose, thinking hard. Only Maother "hersdlf could give him the codes, and the
one absolute certainty was that she wouldn't She accepted him as a senior fleet captain, which entitled
him to a certain authority in areas pertaining to his own command but did not entitle him to accessthe
material he desperately needed. Which was al the more maddening because held become used to instant
information flow from Dahak.

Wéll, now, why did he have that information from Dahak? Becauise he was Dahak's commander. And
how had he become the CO? Because authority devolved on the senior crew member present and
Dahak had chosen to regard a primitive from Earth as a member of his crew. Which suggested one
possible approach.

To hissurprise, he shrank fromit. But why? He'd learned to accept his personaas Dahak's captain and
even as Governor of Earth, so why did this bother him?

Because, he thought, this brightly lit mausoleum whispered too e oquently of power and crushing
respongbility, and it frightened him. Which was foolish in someone who'd aready been made to accept



responsibility for the very surviva of hisrace, but nonethelessred.

He shook himself. The Empire was dead. All that could remain were other artifacts like Mother, and he
needed any of those he could lay hands on. Even if that meant assuming command of along-abandoned
headquarters crewed only by ghosts and computers.

Heonly wished it didn't fed so... impious.
"Mother," hesadfindly.
"Yes, Senior Fleet Captain?’ the computer replied, and he spoke very dowly and carefully.

"Onthisday, I, Senior Fleet Captain Colin Maclntyre, commanding officer"—he remembered the
designation Fleet Centra had tacked onto Dahak— "HIMP Dahak, do, as senior Battle Fleet officer
present, pursuant to Fleet Regulation Five-Three-Three, Section Miner-One, Article Ten, assume
command of H—"

"Invaid authorization," Mother interrupted
"What?' Colin blinked in surprise.
"Invaid authorization,” Mother repeated unhepfully.

"What'sinvalid about it?' he demanded, unreasonably irritated at the delay now that he had steeled
himsdf toit.

"Fleet Regulation Five-Three-Three does not pertain to transfer of command authority.”

"It does so!" he shot back, but it was neither a question nor acommand, and Mother remained silent He
gritted histeeth in frustration. "All right, if it doesn't pertain to transfer of command, what does it pertain
to?'

"Regulation Five-Three-Three and subsections," Mother said precisdy, "pertainsto refuse disposa
aboard Battle Fleet orbital bases.”

"What?'

Colin glared at the console. Of course Reg Five-Three-Three referred to transfer of command! It was
how Dahak had mousetrapped him into this entire absurdity! He'd read it for himsaf when he—

Understanding struck. Y es, held read it—in a collection of regulations written fifty-one millenniaago.
Damn.
"Please download current Fleet Regulations and dl relevant data to my command.”

" Acknowledged. Download beginning. Download completed,” Mother said amost without pause, and
Colin reactivated his com.

"Dahak?"
"Yes, Captain?'
"l need some help here. What regulation replaced Five-Three-Three?”

"Heet Regulation Five-Three-Three has been superseded by Fleet Regulation



One-Niner-One-Five-Seven-Three-Niner, sit"

Colin winced. For seven thousand years, the Imperium had managed to hold Fleet regulations to under
three thousand main entries; gpparently the Empire had discovered thejoys of bureaucracy.

No wonder Mother had so much memory.

Thank you," he said, preparing to turn his attention back to Mother, but Dahak stopped him.

"A moment, Captain. Isit your intent to use this regulation to assume command of FHeet Central ?'
"Of courseitis” Colinsad tetily.

"l would adviseagaing it"

"Why?

"Becauseit will result in your immediate execution.”

"What?' Colin asked faintly, certain he hadn't heard correctly.

The attempt will result in your execution, Sir. Regulation One-Niner-One-Five-Seven-Three-Niner does
not apply to Feet Centrd."

"Why not? It'saunit of Battle Heet."

That" Dahak said surprisingly, isno longer true. Fleet Central is Battle Fleet; dl units of Battle Fleet are
subordinate to it Battle Fleet command officers are not promoted to Fleet Centrd command duties.”

Then wherethe hdl doesits command staff comefrom?'

They are drawn from Battle Fleet; they are not pro-mated from it Fleet Centrd command officersare
selected by the Emperor from al Battle Fleet flag officers and serve soldly at his pleasure. Any atempt to
assume command other than by direction of the Emperor is high treason and punishable by death.”

Colin went white as he realized only Mother'sinterruption to correct an incorrect regulation number had
saved hislife.

He shuddered. What other tripwires were buried inside Fleet Central? Damn it, why couldn't Mother be
smart enough to tdl him thingslike this?

Because, asmall, cam voice told him, she hadn't been designed to be.

Which wasdl very wdl, but if he couldn't assume command, Mother wouldn't tell him the things he had
to know, and if hetried to assume command, she'd kill him on the spot!

"Dahak," he said findly, "find me an answer I've got to be able to exercise command authority here, or
we might aswell not have come."

"Heet Centrd command authority liesin the exclusive grant of the Emperor, Captain. Thereis no other
way to obtain it"

"Goddamn it, there isn't any emperor!™ Colin half-shouted, battling incipient hysteriaas he felt the
gtuation crumbling in his hands. All he needed was for Dahak to catch Mother's lunatic
literal-mindedness! "L ook, can you invade the core programming? Redirect it?"



The attempt would result in Dahak's destruction,” the computer told him. "In addition, it would fail. Fleet
Centrd's core programming contains certain imperatives, of which thisis one, which may not be
reprogrammed even on the Emperor's authority.”

That'sinsane" Colin said flatly. "My Cod, acomputer you can't reprogram running your entire military
egtablishment?"

"l did not say al reprogramming was impossible, nor do | understand why these particular portions
cannot be altered. | am not privy to the content of the imperatives or the reasons for them. | base my
statement on technica dataincluded in the materid downloaded to me.”

"But how the hel can anything be unaterable? Couldn't you smply shut the thing down, dump itsentire
memory, and reprogram from scratch?”

"Negative, sr. Theimperatives are not embodied in software. In Terran parlance, they are'hard-wired
into the system. Removal would require actua destruction of asizable portion of the central computer
core

"Crap." Colin pondered amoment longer, then widened the focus of hiscom link. "Vlad? Tanni? Have
you been ligening in on this?"

"Aye, Calin," Jltanith replied.
"Any idess?"
"I’ faith, none do spring to mind," hiswife said. "'Vlad? Hast someingght which might aid our need?!

"I fear not," Chernikov said. "I am currently viewing the technica data Dahak refersto, Captain. So far
as| cantdl, hisanalysisis correct. To ater thiswould require acomplete shutdown of Fleet Central.
Even assuming 'Mother” would permit it, the required physical destruction would cripple Comp Cent and
destroy the data we require. In my opinion, the system was designed precisely to preclude the very
possibility you have suggested.”

"Goddamn better mousetrap-builders” Colin muttered, and Chernikov stifled alaugh. It made Colin fedl
obscurdly better...but only alittle.

"Dahek," hesadfindly, "can you access the data we need?’

"Negative"

"And you cant think of any way to sneek around these damned imperatives?'
"Negative"

Then were SOL, people,” Colin sighed, dumping back in his couch, his sense of defeat even more bitter
after the glow of victory held felt such ashort time before. "Damn it Damn it! We need an emperor to get
into the goddamned system, and the last emperor died forty-five thousand years ago!™

"Captain,” Dahak said after amoment, "1 believe there might be away.”
"What?' Colin jerked back upright "Y ou just said there wasn't onel™

"Inaccurate. | said there was no way to'sneak around these damned imperatives,' * the computer replied
precisely. There may, however, be away in which you can use them, instead | point out however,
that—"



"A way to use them? How?
"Under Case Omega, Sir, you can—"
"I can take control of Fleet Centra?' Colin brokein on him.

"Affirmative. Under the circumstances, you may be considered the highest ranking officer of Battle Fleet
and, in your capacity as Governor of Earth, the senior civil officia, aswel. Assuch, you may instruct
Fleet Centra to implement Case Omega, so assuming—"

"Greet, Dahak!" Colinsad. I'll get back to you inaminute.” Hot damn! He found himsdlf actualy
rubbing hishandsin glee.

"But, Captain—" Dehek said.

Inaminute, Dahak. Inaminute.”" Elation boiled degp within him, aterrible, wonderful eation,
compounded by the emotiona whipsaw which had just ravaged him. "Mother," he said.

"Y es, Senior Fleet Captain Colinmacintyre?”
"Calin," Dahak said again, "there are—"

"Mother," Colin said firmly, rushing himsalf before whatever Dahak wastrying to tell him could undercut
his determination, "implement Case Omega.”

There was amoment of profound silence, and then Hell itsdlf erupted. Colin cringed back into his couch,
hands riang to cover his eyes as Command Alpha exploded with light. A bolt of pain shot through hisleft
arm as a bio-probe of pure force snipped away ascrap of tissue, but it wastiny compared to the fury
bailing into his brain through hisneura feed. A clumsy hand thrust deep inside him, flooding through his
implantsto wrench agestalt of hisvery being from him. For one terrible moment he was FHeet Central,
writhing in torment as his merely mortal brain and the ancient, bottomless computers of Battle Fleet
merged, impressing their identities imperishably upon one another.

Colin screamed in the grip of an agony too vast to endure, and yet it was over before he could truly
experienceit. Its echoes shuddered away down his synapses, stuttering in the racing pound of his heart,
and then they were gone.

"Case Omega executed,” Mother said emotionlesdy. "The Emperor is dead; long live the Emperor!”
Chapter Thirteen
"| attempted to warn you, Colin," Dahak said softly.

Colin shuddered. Emperor ? That was... was... Wordsfailed. He couldn't think of any that even came
close.

"Calin?" Jhanith's voice was gentler than Dahak's, and far more anxious.
"Yes, Tanni?' he managed in astrangled croak.
"How dost thou, my love? We did hear thee scream. Art thou—?

"I-I'mfine, Tanni," he said, and, physicdly, it wastrue. He cleared histhroat " There were afew rough
moments, but I'm okay now. Honest."



"May | not cometo thee?' She sounded |ess anxious—Dbut not alot.

"I'd likethat," he said, and he had never spoken more sincerdly in hislife. Then he shook his head. "Wait.
Let memake sureit'ssafe.”

He gathered himsdlf and raised hisvoice.
"Mother?’
"Yes, Your Imperial Mgesty?' the voice replied, and heflinched.

"Mother, I'd like one of my officersto join me. Her implant signatureswon't be in your data base either.
Can you have Security pass her through?"

"If Your Imperid Mgesty soingtructs," Mother responded.

"My Imperid Mgesty certainly does,” Colin said, and smiled crookedly. Maybe he wasn't going to crack
up entirely, after dl.

"Query: pleaseidentify the officer to be admitted”

"Uh? Oh. Heet Captain Jltanith, Dahaks executive officer. My wife."
"Acknowledged.”

"Tanni?" he returned his attention to his com. "Come ahead.”

"I come, my love," she said, and he stretched out in his couch, knowing she would soon be mere. His
shudders drained outward adong his limbs until thefina echoestingled in hisfinger and hisbregthing
dowed.

"Mother."
"Yes, Your Imperid Mgesty?'
"What was dl that? What happened when you executed Case Omega, | mean?"

"Emergency subroutines were terminated, ending Fleet Centrd's caretaker role upon Y our Imperia
Mg esty's assumption of the throne.”

"| figured that part out. | want a specific explanation of what you did."

"Fleet Centrd performed its function as guardian of the successon, Y our Imperiad Mgesty. Assenior
Fleet officer and civil officid listed in Fleet Central's database, Y our Imperid Magesty, as per the Greet
Charter, became the proper successor upon the demise of the previous dynasty. However, Y our
Imperia Majesty was unknown to Fleet Centra prior to Y our Imperiad Maesty's accession. It was
therefore necessary for Fleet Centra to obtain gene samplesfor verification of the heirs of Y our Imperia
Magjesty's body and to evaluate Y our Imperiad Majesty's gestalt and implant it upon Fleet Centrd's
primary data cortex.”

Colin frowned. There were too many things here he didn't yet understand, but there were afew othersto
get draight right now.

"Mother, can't we do something about thetitles?"



"Query not understood, Y our Imperial Mgesty.”
"I mean—L ook, just what tides have | saddled mysdlf with?

"Your principletitleis'His Imperia Mgesty Colin-macintyre the First, Grand Duke of Birhat, Prince of
Bia, Warlord and Prince Protector of the Realm, Defender of the Five Thousand Suns, Champion of
Humanity, and, by the Maker's Grace, Emperor of Mankind' Secondary tides are: Prince of Adat,’
Prince of Achon," 'Prince of Anhur,’ Prince of Apnar,’ Prince of Ardat, Prince of Adah,' Prince of Avan,’
Prince of Bachan,' Prince of Badarchin, Prin—"'

"Stop,” Colin commanded. Jesus! "Uh, just how many tides are there?"
"Excluding those aready specified,” Mother replied, "four thousand eight hundred and twenty-one.”

"Gaaa." Not bad for the product of agood, republican upbringing, he thought "L ets get one thing straight,
Mother My nameis Colin Macl ntyre—two words—not 'Colinmacintyre.’ Can you remember that in
future?'

"You areligted in Fleet and Imperid records as His Imperid Mgesty Colinmacintyre the First, Grand
Duke of Birhat, Prince of Bia, War—"

"l understand dll that," Calin interrupted. "The point is, | don't want to go around with everyone Imperia
Majesty-ing me, and | prefer to be called 'Colin," not 'Colinmacintyre.' Can't we do something to meet
my wishes?'

"AsY our Imperid Mgesty commands. Y ou have not yet designated your choice of reign name. Until
such time as you have done so, you will be known as Colinmacintyre the First; thereafter, only your
dynasty will bear your complete pre-accession name. Isthat satisfactory?”

"Itsadart,” Colin muttered, refusing to contemplate the thought of his"dynasty." He tugged on his nose,
then stopped himself. At the rate surprises were coming at him lately, he was going to start looking like
Finocchio. "All right. My'reign name will be"Colin.' Plesselogit.”

"Logged,"” Mother replied.

"Now, about thosetitles. Surely past emperorsdidn't get caled Y our Imperia Mgesty every time they
turned around, did they?"

"Acceptable dternatives are"Y our Magesty' 'Majesty,' Highest,' and 'Sire." Nobles of the rank of
Planetary Duke are permitted ‘My Lord." Flag officers and Companions of the Golden Novaare
permitted "Warlord.""

"Crap. Uh, | don't suppose | could get you to forget titlesentirely?"
"Negative, Y our Imperial Mgesty. Protocol imperatives must be observed.”

"That' swhat you think," Colin muttered. "Just wait till I get my hands on your ‘protocol’ programming!”
He shook hishead. "All right, if I'm stuck with it, I'm stuck, but from now on you'll use only 'Sire when
addressng me."

"Acknowledged.”
"Good! Now—" He broke off as a soft chime sounded.

"Y our pardon, Sire. Empress Jhanith has arrived. Shdl | admit her?”



"Y ou certainly shal!" Colin legpt down the steps from the dais and reached the innermost hatch by the
time it opened Jhanith gasped as his embrace threatened to pop her bioenhanced ribs, and her cheek
waswet where it pressed againgt his.

"Am | ever glad to see you!" he whispered against the side of her neck.

"And | thee" Sheturned her head to kisshisear. "Greetly did | fear for thee, yet such timorousnessi|
beseemed one who knoweth thee so well. Hast more lives than any cat, my swest, yet'twould please me
the better if thou wouldst spend them lessfredy!™

"Goddamn right," he said fervently, drawing back to loss her mouth. "Next time, | listen to you, by God!™
"So thou say4... now," shelaughed, tugging on his prominent ears with both hands.

A sudden thought woke a mischievous smile as he tucked an arm around her waist to escort her back to
the dais, and heraised hisvoice.

"Mother, say hello to my wife."
"Hello, Your Imperid Mgesty,” Mother said obediently, and Jhanith stopped dead.
"Wheat foolishnessisthis?' she demanded.

"Get used toit, honey,” Colin said, squeezing her again. "For whatever itsworth, your shiftless husband's
brought home the bacon thistime." He grinned wryly. "In spaded”

Severd hourslater, afar less chipper Colin groaned and scrubbed his face with hishands. He and
Jiltanith sat sde by side on Fleet Centrals command couch while Mother reported Baitle Fleets Satus,
running down every fleet and subunit in numerica order. So far, shed provided reports on just under two
thousand fleets, task forces, and battle squadrons.

And, so far, nothing she/d had to report was good.
"Hold report, Mother," he said, breaking into the computer's flow.

"Holding, Sire," Mother agreed, and Colin laughed hollowly. "Emperor"—that was alaugh. And
"Warlord" was even funnier. He was a commander without afleet! Or, more precisely, with afleet that
was usdlessto him.

The Empire had been too busy dying for an orderly shutdown. Herdan XXIV had lived long enough to
activate Fleet Central's emergency subroutines, placing Mother on powered-down standby to guard
Birhat until relief might someday arrive, but most of Battle Feet hadn't been even that lucky. A few score
supralight vessels had smply disappeared from FHeet Centra's records, which probably indicated that
their crews had elected to flee in an effort to outrun the bio-weapon, but most of Battle Fleet's units had
been contaminated in their efforts to save civiliansin the wespon's path. The result had been both
predictable and gridy, and, unlike Dahak, their computers hadn't been smart enough to do anything
about it when they found themsaves without crews. Except for ahandful whaose core taps had been
active when their last crewmen died, they'd smply returned to the nearest Fleet base and remained on
gtation until their fusion plants exhausted their on-board mass, then drifted without life or power.

Unfortunately, none seemed to have returned to Biaitsdf—which made sense, given that Birhat, the first
victim of the bio-weapon, had been quarantined at the very start of the Empires desth agony. Lessthan a
dozen active units had responded to Mothers al-ships hypercom rally signa, and the nearest was
upwards of eight hundred light-years away; Earth would be dead long before Colin could return if he



waited for them to reach Birhat.

Therewas abitter irony in the fact that Birhat's defenses remained amost fully operationd. Bia's
mammoth shield, backed by Perimeter Security's prodigious firepower, could have held anything anyone
could throw at them. But everyone who needed defending was on Earth.

"Mother," hesaid findly, let'stry something different. Instead of reporting in sequence, list al mobile
forcesin order of proximity to Birhat."

"Acknowledged. Ligting Bia System deployments. Birhat Near-Orbit Watch Squadron: twelve heavy
cruisers. Bia Deep-System Patrol Squadron: ten heavy cruisers, forty-one destroyers, nine frigates,
sxty-two corvettes. Imperid Guard Fatilla: fifty-two Asgerd-class planetoids, sixteen—"

"What? Stop!" Colin shouted.
"Acknowledged" Mother said camly.
"Wheat thefuck isthe Imperid Guard FHotilla?"

"Imperid Guard FHotilla," Mother replied. The Warlord's persona command. Strength: fifty-two Asgerd
-class planetoids and attached parasites, sixteen Trosan-class planetoids and attached parasites, and ten
Vespa-class assault planetoids and attached planetary assault craft. Current location: parking orbit
thirty-eight light-minutesfrom Bia. Status: inective.”

"Jesus H. Christ!" Colin stared at Jiltanith. Her face was as shocked 85 his own, and they turned as one
to glare accusingly at the console.

"Why," Colin asked in adangeroudy cam voice, "didn't you mention them earlier?"
"Sire, you had not asked about them,” Mother said.

"| certainly did! | asked for acompletelisting of Battle Fleet unitsl" Mother was silent, and he growled a
curse at al computers which could not recognize the need to respond without specific cues. "Didn't I?" he
Sharled.

"YoudidSre"

Then why didn't you report them?'

"l did Sire"

"But you didn’t report this Imperid Guard Hotilla—Hotillal Jesus, it was a fleet!"— did you? Why not?"

"Sire, the Imperid Guard isnot part of Battle Fleet The Imperid Guard is raised and manned solely from
the Emperor's persond demesne.”

Colin blinked Persona demesne? An Emperor whose persond fiefdoms could raise that kind of
firepower? The thought sent a shiver down his spine. He sagged back, trembling, and awarm arm crept
about him and tightened.

"All right" He shook his head and inhded deeply, draw-big strength from Jltanith's presence. "Why isthe
Guard Hatillainactive?'

"Power exhaustion and uncontrolled shutdown, Sire."



"Assess probability of successful reactivation.”

"One hundred percent,” Mother said emotionlesdy, and ajolt of excitement crashed through him. But
dowly, hetold himsdf. Sowly.

"Assume resources of one hundred seven thousand Battle Fleet personnel, one Utu- class planetoid and
current active and inactive automated support availablein the Bia System,” he said carefully, "and
compute probable time required to reactivate the Imperid Guard Flotillato full combat readiness.”

"Impossbleto reectivate to full combat readiness.”
Mother replied " Specified personnd inadequate for crews.”
Then compute time to reectivate to limited combat readiness.”

"Computing, Sire," Mother responded and fdll silent for adisturbingly long period Almost afull minute
passed before she spoke again. " Computation complete. Probable time required four-point-three-nine
months. Margin of error twenty-point-seven percent owing to large numbers of imponderables.”

Colin closad his eyes and felt Jiltanith tremble againgt him. Four months—five-and-a-half outside. It
would be close, but they could do it. By all that was holy, they could do it.

There," Tamman said quietly asagreen circle bloomed on Dahak's visud display, ringing atiny, gleaming
dot. The dot grew as Dahak approached, and additional dots appeared, spreading out in aloose
necklace of worldlets.

"l seethem,” Colin replied till luxuriating in hisreturn to Command One and aworld he understood "Big
bastards, aren't they, Dahak?"

"I compute that the largest out-mass Dahak by over twenty-five percent. | am not prepared to speculate
upon thelegitimacy of their parentage.”

Colin chuckled. Dahak had been much more willing to engage in informality since his return from Heet
Centrd, asif herecognized Colin's shock at suddenly finding himself an emperor. Or perhapsthe
computer was Smply glad to have him back. Dahak was aworrier where friends were concerned

He watched the planetoids grow. If Vlad was right about the Empire's technol ogy, those shipswould be
mongters in action—and monsters were exactly what they needed.

"Captain, look here." Ellen Gregory, Sarah Mer's Assstant Astrogator, placed asighting circle of her
own on the display, picking out asingle starship. "What do you make of that, Sr?"

Colin looked, then looked again. The stupendous sphere floating in space was only roughly similar to the
only Imperia planetoid held ever seen, but one thing was utterly familiar. A vast three-headed dragon
Sporead itswings across the gleaming hull.

"Well, looky there," he murmured "Dahak, what do you make of that?"

"According to the data Fleet Central downloaded to my data base," Dahak replied, "that isHis Imperia
Magjesty's Planetoid Dahak, Hull Number Seven-Three-Six-Four-Four-Eight-Niner-Two-Five."

"Another Dahak?

"It isaproud namein Battle Fleet" Dahak sounded a bit miffed "Rather like the many ships named
Enterprise inyour own United States Navy. According to the data, thisisthe twenty-third ship to bear



the name."
"Itis, huh? Well, which one are you?'
"Thisunit isthe deventh of the name."

"l see. Well, in order to avoid confusion, well just refer to this young whippersnapper as Dahak Two, if
that’ sdl right with you, Dahak"

"Noted," Dahak said camly, and continued to close on the silently waiting, millennia-dead hullsthey
intended to resurrect.

"By the Maker, I've got it!"

Colinjumped hdf out of his couch as Cohannas hob image materialized on Command One. The
biosciences officer looked terrible, her hair awry and her uniform wrinkled, but her eyes were bright with
triumph.

"Try penicillin," he advised sourly, and she looked blank, then grinned.

"Sorry, ar. | meant I've figured out what happened on Birhat—why it's got that incredible biosystem. |
found it in Mother's data base.”

"Oh?' Colin sat draighter, hiseyesmoreintent "Give!
"Itsample, redly. The zoos—the Imperid Family's zoos."
"Z00s?" It was Colin'sturn to ook blank.

"Yes. You see, the Imperid Family had an immense zoologica garden. Over thirty different planets flora
and faunain sealed, saf-sufficient planetary habitats. Apparently, they lasted out the plague. I'd guessthe
automated systems responsible for restraining plant growth failed in one of them, and the thing cracked.
Onceit did, itsinhabitants could get out, and the same vegetation attacked the exterior of other surviving
habitats. Over the years, still more oxy-nitrogen habitats were opened up and started spreading to
reclaim the planet. That'swhy weve got such ascrewy damned ecology. We'relooking at the survivors
of adozen different planetary biospheres after forty-five thousand years of natura sdlection!”

"Wedll, I'll be damned,” Colin mused "Good work, Cohanna. I'm impressed you could keep concentrating
onthat kind of problem at atimelikethis.

"Timelikethis?'

"While we're making our fina gpproach to the Imperial Guard,” Colin said, raising his eyebrows, and
Cohannawrinkled her nose.

"What'san Imperiad Guard?'

"Vlad Chernikov shuddered as he and Baltan floated down the lifeless, lightlesstrangt shaft. This, he
thought, iswhat Dahak would have become if Anu had succeeded dl those years ago.

It was depressing in more ways than one. Actually seeing this desolation gnawed away at the confidence
that anything could be done about it, and even if he succeeded in rgjecting the counsdl of despair, he
could seeit would be ahorrific task. Dead power rooms, exhausted fuel mass, control rooms and circuit
runs which had never been properly stasissed when the ship died. There was even meteor damage, for
the collison shields had died with everything e'se. One of the planetoids might well be beyond repair,



judging by the huge hole punched into its south pole.

Stll, he reminded himself, everyone had his or her own problems. Caitrin O'Rourke was practicaly in
tears over the hydroponic farms, and Geran was furious to find so much perfectly good equipment left
out of stasis. But Tamman was probably the most afflicted of al, for the magazines had been left without
dasis, aswell, and the containment fields on every antimatter weapon had failed At least the warhead
fall-safes had worked as designed and rotated them into hyper as the fields went down, but huge chunks
of magazine bulkheads had gone with them. Of course, if they hadn't worked...

He shuddered again, concentrating on the grav ded he and Baltan rode. It wasfar dower than an
operable trangt shaft, but they dared not use even itsfull speed. They were no transit computer to whip
around unexpected bendsin the system!

He craned his neck, reading the lettering above a hatch. Gamma-One-One-Nine-One-One. According
to Dahak's downloaded schematics, they were getting close to Engineering.

So they were. He tapped Baton's shoulder and pointed, and the commander nodded inside the force
bubble of hishelmet. The ded angled for the Side of the shaft and nudged against the hatch—which, of
course, stayed firmly shut

Chernikov smothered a curse, then grinned as he recalled Colin's account of his" coronation.” The
Captain—Emperor!—had exhausted the entire crew's alocation of profanity for at least amonth, by
Chemica’ s estimate. He chuckled at the thought and climbed off the ded, dragging acable from its
power plant behind him and muttering Savic maedictions. No power meant no artificid gravity,
which—unfortunatel y—did not mean no gravity. A planetoid generated an impressve grav fidd dl its
own, and turned bulkheads into decks and decks into bulkheads when the power failed.

He found the emergency power receptacle and plugged in, and the hatch did open. He waved, and
Bdtan ghosted the ded inside, angling its powerful lampsto pick out the emergency lighting system.

Chernikov did some more cable-dragging and, after propitiating Murphy with afew curses, brought it
dive. Light bathed Central Engineering, and the two engineers began to explore.

The long-dead core tap drew them like amagnet, and Chernikov fdt atingle of awe as his eyes and
implantstraced circuit runs and control systems. Thisthing was at least five times as powerful as Dahak's
, and hewouldn't have believed it could be without seeing it But what in the galaxy could they have
needed that much power for? Even dlowing for the more powerful energy armament and shield, there
had to be some other reason—

Histhoughts died as hisimplantsfollowed a massve power shunt which shouldn't have been there. He
clambered over a control pand which had become the floor, dightly vertiginous as he tried to orient
himself, then gasped.

"Batan! Look a thid"

"l know," hisassstant said softly, approaching from the far side. I've been following the control runs.”
"Can you believe this?"

"Doesit matter? And it would certainly explain al the power demand.”

"True." Chernikov moved afew more yards, examining hisfind carefully, then shook hishead. | must tell
the Captain about this."



He keyed his com implant, and Colin answered amoment later, sounding a bit harassed—not
surprisingly, considering that every other search party must be finding marvels of its own to report

"Captain, | anin Mairsuk's Centra Engineering, and you would not believewhat | am looking at"

Try me" Colin said wearily. I'm learning to believe nineteen impaossible things before breskfast every
day.”

"Very wdl, hereis number twenty. This ship has both Enchanach and hyper capability.”
There was a pregnant pause.
"What," Colin findly asked very carefully, "did you say?"

"l sad, gr, that we have here both an Enchanach and a hyper drive, engineered down to asize that fits
both into asingle hull. I am not yet positive, but | would judge that the combined mass of both unitsisless
than that of Dahak's Enchanach Drive, done.”

"Great day inthe morning,” Colin muttered. Then, "All right. Take agood ook, then get back over here.
We're having an dl-departments meeting in four hoursto discuss plansfor reactivation.

"Understood,” Chernikov said, and broke the connection. He and Baltan exchanged € oquent shrugs and
bent back to the study of their prize.

"... can't be specific until weve got the computers back up and run acompleteinventory,” Geran said,
"but about ten percent of al spares required controlled condition storage. Without that—" He shrugged.

Most of Colin's department heads were present in the flesh, but a sizable force from the recon group was
prowling around other ingtdlations, and Hector MacMahan and Ninhursag attended via holo image from
the battleship Ova's command deck. Now al eyes, physica and holographic dike, swiveled to Colin.

"AD right" He spoke quietly, leaning hisforearms on the crystalline tabletop to return their gazes. "Bottom
line. Motherstime estimate is based on sixteen-hour shiftsfor every man and woman after we put at least
one automated repair yard back on line. According to the reports from Hectors people, we can probably
do that, but | expect to find oursalves pushing closer to twenty-hour shifts by the time we're done. We
could increase the odds and decrease the workload by concentrating on adozen or so units. I'm sure
that's going to occur to alot of peoplein the next few weeks. However—" hiseyes circled their faces
"—we aren't going to do it that way. We need as many of these ships as we can get, and, ladies and
gentlemen, | mean to have every single one of them."

There was asound like a soft gasp, and he smiled grimly.

"God only knows how hard they're working back on Earth, but we're about to make up for our nice
vacation on thetrip out. Every one of them, people. No exceptions. Wewill leave this system no later
than five months from today, and the entire Imperiad Guard FHotillawill go with uswhen wedo."

"But, Sr," Chernikov said, ye may ask for too much and loseit dl. | do not fear hard work, but we have
only afinite supply of personnd. A very finite supply.”

"l understand, Vlad, but the decision is not negotiable. We've got highly motivated, highly capable people
aboard this ship. | fed certain they'll understand and give of their very best If not however, tell them this.

"I'll be working my ass off right beside them, but that doesn't mean | won't be keeping tabs on what
they're doing. And, people, if | catch anyone shirking, I'm going to be the worst nightmare he ever had.”



His smile was grim, but even its micrometric amusement looked out of place on hisrock-hard face.
Tdl them they can depend onthat" hefinished very, very softly.

Book Two

Chapter Fourteen

Assigant Servant of Thunders Brashied of the Nest of Aku'Ultan folded dl four legsunder him on his
duty pad as he bent hislong-snouted head, considering his panel, and did both handsinto the control
gloves. Eight fingers and four thumbs twitched, activating each test circuit in turn, and he noted the results
cheerfully. He had not had amgor mafunction in three twelves of twelve watches.

Equipment tests completed, he checked Vindicator's position. It was purely automatic, for there could
be no change. Once avessd entered hyperspaceit remained there, impotent but inviolate, until it reached
the presdlected coordinates and emerged into normal space once more.

Brashied did not understand those mysteries particularly well, for he was no lord—not even of thunders,
much less of star-faring—but because Small Lord of Order Hantorg was agood lord, he had made
certain Vindicator's nestlings al knew whither they were bound. Another yellow sun, thisone with nine
planets. Onceit had boasted ten, but that had been before the visit of Great Lord Vasked's fleet untold
high twelves of years before. Now it wastimeto return, and Vindicator and his brothers would sweep
through it like the Breath of Tarhish, trampling the nest-killers under hooves of flame.

It waswdll. The Protectors of the Nest would feed their foesto Tarhish's Fire, and the Nest would be
safeforever.

"Outer perimeter tracking confirms hyper wakes approaching from gaactic east,” Sir Frederick
Amesbury said.

Gerdd Hatcher nodded without even looking up. His neural feed hummed with readiness reports, and his
eyeswere unfocused.

"Got an emergence locus and ETA, Frederick?!

"Its bloody rough, but Plottings cdling it fifty light-minutes and forty-five degrees above the ecliptic.
Judging from the wake strength, the buggers should be arriving in aout twelve hours. Tracking promises
to firm that up in the next two hours."

"Fine." Hatcher acknowledged the last report and blinked back into focus, wishing yet again that Dahak
had returned. If Colin Maclintyre had been gone thislong, it meant he hadn't found aid at Sheskar and
must have decided he had no choice but to hope Earth could hold without him while he sought it
elsawhere. And that he might not be back for another full year.

He activated his com panel, and Horus's taut face appeared ingtantly.

"Governor," the generd reported, knowing full well that Horus aready knew what he was about to say
and that he was speaking for the record, "I have to report that | have placed our forces on Red Two.
Hyper wakes presumed to be hostile have been detected. ETA is approximately"—he checked thetime
through his neural feed—"seventeen-thirty hours, Zulu. System defense forces are now on full dert Civil
defense procedures have been initiated All PDC and ODC commanders are in the net Interceptor
sguadrons are at two-hour readiness.

Planetary shield generators and planetary coretap are at standby readiness. Battle Squadrons One and



Four are within thirty minutes of projected n-space emergence; Squadrons Two and Six should
rendezvous with them by oh-seven-hundred Zulu. Squadrons Three, Five, Seven, Eight, Nine, and Ten,
with escorts, are being held ill-system as per Plan Able-One.

"Have you any indructions & thistime, Governor?"

"Negative, General Hatcher. Please keep meinformed.”

" will, gr."

"Good luck, Gerad," Horus said softly, histone much lessformd.
"Thanks, Horus. WEll try to make alittle luck of our own."

The screen blanked, and Gerald Hatcher turned back to his console.

Assigtant Servant Brashied checked his chronometer. Bardly four day twefths until emergence, and
tensonwashighin Vindicator, for thiswas the Demon Sector. It was not often the Protectors of the
Nest encountered a foe with an advanced technical base—that was why they came, to crush the
nest-killers before they armed themsalves—but five of the last twelve Great Visitsto this sector had been
savaged They had triumphed but at great cost, and the last two had been the most terrible of all. Perhaps,
Brashied thought, that was the reason Great Lord Tharno's Great Vist had been delayed to amassthe
strength the Nest required for certain success.

That aone was cause enough for concern, yet the disquiet among his nestmates had grown far worse
sincethefirst nest-killer scanner stations had been detected More than one scout ship had been lured to
his desth by the fiendish stations, and the explosions which dew them meant their surviving consorts had
learned absolutely nothing about the technology which built those gtations. .. except that it was advanced
indeed.

But this star system would offer no threat. Small Lord Hantorg had revealed the latest data scan shortly
after Vindicator entered hyper for thislast jump to the target. It was barely three twelves of yearsold,
and though dectronic and neutrino emissions had been detected (which was bad enough), there had been
none of the more advanced signals from the scanner arrays. Clearly the Protectors must seeto this threst,
yet these nest-killerswould have only the lesser thunder, not the greater, and they would be crushed.
Nothing could have changed enough in so short atime to dter that outcome.

Captain Adrienne Robbins sat in her command couch aboard the sublight battleship Nergal . Admird
Isaiah Hawter, the senior member of the Solarian Defense Force actualy in space, rode Nergal's bridge
with her, but he might aswell have been on another planet. His attention was buried in his own console as
he and his staff controlled Task Force One.

Captain Robbins had been a sub-driver, and sheld never expected to command any flagship (subs il
operated solo, after dl), far less one leading the defense of her world againgt homicidd adiens, but she
was ready. She felt the tenson smmering within her and adjusted her adrendin levels, pacing her energy.
The bastards would be coming out of hyper in less than two hours, and tracking had them pegged to a
fare-thee-wdll. If one knew where to find them; now dl they had to do was wreck as many asthey could
before the buggers micro-jumped back out on them.

And, shereminded hersdlf, pray that these Achuultani hadn't upgraded their technology too terribly in the
last sixty thousand years or so.

Shedid pray, but she also remembered her mother's favorite gphorism: God helpsthose who help



themsdves
Task Forcein postion for Charlie-Three."
Thank you," Hatcher said absently.

Theimages of Marshas Tsen and Chernikov shared his com screen with Generals Amesbury, Singhman,
lama, and Ki. Chiang Chien-su had ascreen dl to himsdlf as he waited tensdy in hiscivil defense HQ,
and Hatcher could see the control room of PDC Huan Ti behind Tsien. The marsha had madeit hisHQ
for the Eastern Hemisphere Defense Command, and a brief flicker of shared memory flashed between
them astheir eyesmet Tamaand Ki sat in their Fighter Command operations rooms, and Singhman was
aboard ODC Seven, serving as Hawter's second-in-command as well as commanding the orbital
fortifications.

"Gentlemen, they emergein thirty minutes, well insde our own heavy hyper misslerange of aplanetary
target, so | want the shield brought to maximum power. Keep this com link open.” Heads nodded "Very
wdl, Marshd Chernikov; activate coretap.”

Lieutenant Andrew Samson winced as the backlash echoed in hismissle targeting systems. ODC
Fifteen, known to her crew asthe Iron Bitch, floated in orbit above Tierradel Fuego. Which, Samson
now discovered, was entirely too closeto Antarcticafor his peace of mind.

He adjusted his systems, edging away from the core tap's hyper bands, and sighed with relief. Maybeit
wouldn't be so bad, after dl, but that was one hell of ajump from the test runs! God help usdl if they
loseit, he prayed—and not just because of what it'll do to the Bitch's power curves.

Howling wind and frying ice spicules flayed anight-struck land. The kiss of that wind was death, itsfrigid
embrace lethd. Therewas no life here. Therewas only the cold, the keening dirge of the wind, and the
ice

But thefrigid night was pedled back in an ingtant of fiery annunciation. A raging column of energy, pent
by invigble chains, impaed the heavens, glittering and terrible asit pierced the low-bellied clouds.

The beacon of war had been lit, and its fury flowed into the mighty fold-space power transmitter. Man
returned Prometheusss gift to the heavens, and Earths Orbital Defense Command drank deep at Vassily
Chernikov’ sfountain.

"Here they come, people,”" Captain Robbins said softly. "Stand by missile crews. Energy weaponsto full
power."

Acknowledgments flowed back through her neural feed, and she hunkered deeper into her couch without
redizing she had.

Asssgtant Servant of Thunders Brashied gave hisinstruments one last check, though there could be no
danger here. They would pause only to select a proper asteroid, then be on their way, for there were
many worlds of nest-killersto destroy. But he was a Protector. It was apoint of prideto be prepared for

anything.
My God, the sze of thosethings! They've got to be twenty kilometerslong!

The observation flared over the surface of Captain Robbins' brain, but benesth that surface trained
reactions and responses flowed smoothly.

Tactical, missles on my command Take target designation from the Flag." She paused afraction of a



second, |etting the computers digest the latest updates from the admirals staff while more monster
gtarships emerged from hyper. Ship after cylindrical ship. Dozens of them. Scores. And il they came,
popping into redlity like demon djinn from aflask of curses,

"Firel" she snapped.
Brashied gaped at hisreadouts. Those ships could not exist!

But his panic eased—a bit—as he digested more data. There were but four twelves of them, and they
weretiny things. Bigger thananyone had expected, with no right to be here, but no threat to Vindicator
and hisbrothers.

Hedid not have timeto note thefull peculiarity of the energy readings before the enemy fired.

Adrienne Robbins winced as the universe blew gpart. She'd fired gravitonic and antimatter warheads
before (the Fleet had significantly reduced the number of Sol's asteroids during firing practices) but never
at alivetarget The hyper missilesflicked up into hyper space, then back down, and their timing was
impeccable. The Achuultani shidds had not yet stabilized when the first mighty salvo arrived.

Brashied cried out in shock, shaming himsdlf before his nestmates, but he was not alone. What were
those things?

A twelve of shipsvanished in aheartbest, and then another. His scannerstold the tale, but he could not
believe them. Those weapons were coming through hyper space! From such tiny vessels? Incredible!

Hefdt hisfolded legs tremble as those insgnificant pygmies ravaged the lead squadrons. Shipsdied,
blown apart in firebals vast beyond belief, and others tumbled away, glowing, half-molten, more than
half-destroyed by single hits. Such power! And those strange warheads—the ones which did not
explode, but tore a ship apart in new and horrible ways. What were they?

But hewas a Protector, and Vindicator had a reputation to uphold His hands were rock-steady in the
control gloves, arming his own weapons, and Smal Lord Hantorgs furious voice pounded in hisears.

"Open fire!" the Smal Lord snarled.

Adrienne Robbins made hersdlf throttle her exultation. Sixty of the buggersin the opening salvo! They
knew they'd been nudged, by God! But those had been the easy kills, the Sitting ducks with unstable
shields. Now her sensorsfdt those shidds damming into stability, and the first return fire spat towards TF
One.

She opened her cross-feed to the eectronic warfare types as decoys went out and jammers woke. She
would have fdt better with someideaof Achuultani capabilities before the engagement, but that was what
thiswas all about Task Force One was fighting for the data Earth needed to plan her own defense, and
she studied the enemy shields. Pretty tough, but they damned well should be with the power reserves
those monsters must have. Technicaly, they weren't as good as Nergals; only the difference in power
levels made them stronger. Which was dl very well, but didn't change facts.

Thefirgt Achuultani missles dashed in, and Captain Robbins got another surprise. They were
normal -space weapons, but they were fast little mothers. Seventy-eighty percent light-speed and that
was better than anything of Nergal’s could do in n-space. They were going to give missile defensefits.

Assgant Servant of Thunders Brashied snarled as hisfirst salvo smote the nest-killers. Half atwelve of
missiles burst through al their defenses, ignoring their inferndly effective decoys, and the Furnace roared.
Matter and antimatter merged, gouging at the nest-killers shield, and Brashied'sinner eyelids narrowed



at itsincredible res stance. But his thunder wastoo much for it. It crumbled, and Tarhish’s Breath swept
the ship into degath.

Captain Robbins cursed as Bolivia burned. Those fucking warheads were incredible! Their emisson
sgnatures said they were antimatter, and grest, big, nasty ones. At least asbig as anything Earth's
defenders had.

Bolivia wasthefirgt to go but Canada followed then Shirhan and Poland. Please, Jesus, she prayed.
Sow them down!

But the huge Achuultani shipswere gtill dying faster than TF One. Which was only because they were
getting in each other's way, perhaps, but true nonethel ess, and Adrienne Robbinsfdt afierce exultation
asyet another fell to Nergals missles

"Closetherange,” Admira Hawter said grimly, and Adrienne acknowledged. Nergal drove into the teeth
of the Achuultani fire.

"Stand by energy weapons,” she said coldly.

They were not fleeing. Whatever € se these nest-killers might be, they had courage. More of them
perished, blazing like splinters of resinous mowap wood, but the others advanced. And their defenses
wereimproving. The efficiency of their jammers had gone up thirty percent while he watched.

Captain Robbins smiled dimly. Her EW crews were getting good, hard data on the Achuultani targeting
systems, and they knew what to do with it Another three ships were gone, but the others were redly
knocking down the incoming missiles now.

Whatever happened, that data would be pricelessto the rest of the Fleet and to Earth herself. Not that
Adrienne had any intention of dying out here, but it was nice to know.

Ahal Energy range.

Brashied gaped as those preposterous warships opened a heavy energy fire. Tiny things like that
couldn't pack in batteriesthat heavy!

But they did, and quarter-twelves of them synchronized their fire to the microsecond, dashing at their
Aku'UlItan victims. Overload sgnds snarled, and frantic engineers threw more and more power to their
shields, but there smply was not enough. Not to stop missiles and beams dike.

Hewatched in horror as Avenger's forward quadrant shields went down. A single nest-killer beam
pierced the chink in hisarmor and ripped hisforward twelfth gpart. Hard asit was for any Protector to
admit another race could match the Aku'Ultan, Brashied knew the chilling truth. He had never heard of
weapons which could do what that one was doing.

He groaned as Avenger's hull split like arotten istham, and then another impossible, Tarhish-spawned
warhead crumpled the wreckage into amangled ball. Avenger's power plantslet go, and Vindicator's
brother was no more. But Brashied bared histeeth as his display changed. Now the nest-killers would
learn, for his hyper launchers had been given timeto charge at | ast!

"Hyper missled" Tactica shouted, and Adriennethrew Nergal into evasve action. Ireland and | zhmit
werelessfortunate. Ireland's shield stopped the first three; the next four—or five, or possibly six—got
through. |zhmit went with the first shot. How the hell had they popped her shield that way?

It didn't matter. TF Onewaslosing too many ships, but the Achuultani were dying at athree-to-oneratio



even now. A hyper missile burst into n-space, exploding just outside the shield, shaking Nergal asa
terrier shook arat, but the shield held, and she and her ship were one. They closed in, energy weapons
raving, and her own sublight missileswere going out now.

Gresat Lord Furtag was gone with hisflagship, and command devolved upon Lord Chirdan. Chirdan was
afighter, but not blind. They were destroying the nest-killers, but his nestlings were dying in unreasonable
numbers, for they had no weapon to equal those deadly beams. He could smash these defenders even at
thislow range, but only at the cost of too many of his own. He gave the order, and the scouts of the
Aku'Ultan micro-jumped away.

The enemy vanished.

They shouldn't be able to do that, Adrienne Robbins thought. Not to just disappesar that way. We should
have detected the hyper field charging up on something mat size, even for an itty-bitty micro-jump. But
we didn't. Well, that’ sworth knowing. Wont help the bastards much when they get too far in-system to
micro-jump, but it's going to be abitch out here.

And the buggers can fight, she thought grimly, shaken by her readouts. Task Force One had gonein
with forty-eight ships; it came out with twenty-one. The enemy had logt ten times that many, possibly
more... but the enemy had more than ten times as many starships as Earth had battleships.

Admira Hawter turned in-system. Magazines were down to Sixty percent, thirty percent for hyper
missiles, and haf his survivors were damaged. If the enemy was willing to run, then so was he. Hed
gotten the information Earth needed for andys's, now it wastime to get his surviving people home.

Thefirg clash was over, and humanity had won—if fifty-six percent losses could be cdled avictory. And
both sdesknew it could. The Aku'Ultan had lost avastly lower percentage of their total force, but there
cameapoint at which termslike "favorable rate of exchange" were meaningless.

Y et it wasonly thefirgt clash, and both sides had |earned much. 1t remained to be seen which would
profit most from the lessons they had purchased with so much blood.

Chapter Fifteen

The great ringed planet of this accursed system floated far below him, but Lord of Order Chirdan had no
eyesfor its beauty as he watched his engineers prepare their find system tests.

The asteroids they had dready hurled againgt the nest-killers planetary shield had shown Battle Comp
that small weapons would not penetrate, while those of sufficient mass were destroyed by the nest-killers
weapons before impact They would continue to hurl asteroids againgt it, but only to force it back so that
they might smite the fortresses with other thunders.

But this, Chirdan thought, was another matter. It would move dowly at firgt, but only at first, and it was
large enough to mount shields which could stop even the nest-killers wegpons. His nestbeings would
protect it with their lives, and it would end these demon-spawned nest-killersfor al time. Battle Comp
had promised him that, and Battle Comp never lied.

"l don't likeit," Horus said. | dont likeit, and | want away around it Do any of you have one?"

His chiefs of staff |looked bade from his com screen, weary faces strained. Gerald Hatcher'stemples
were dmost completely white, but |saiah Hawters eyes were haunted, for held seen seventy percent of
hiswarships blown out of existence in the last four months,

One face was missing. Genera Singhman had been aboard ODC Seven when the Achuultani warhead



broke through her shield.

There were other gapsin Earths defenses, and the enemy ruled the outer system. They were dow and
clumsy in normd space, but their ability to dart into hyper with absolutely no warning more than
compensated as long asthey stayed at least twenty light-minutes out.

Earth had learned enough in the last few months to know her technology was better, but it was beginning
to appear her advantage might not be great enough, for the Achuultani had surprises of their own.

Like those damned hyper drives. Achuultani shipswere dow even in hyper, but their hyper drivesdid
things Horus had aways thought were impossible. They could operate twice as deep into astdlar gravity
well asan Imperia hypership, and their missle launcherswereincredible. Achuultani sublight missiles,
though fast, weren't too dangerous—Earth's defenders had better computers, better counter-missiles,
and more efficient shield generators—but their hyper missiles were another story. Somehow, and Horus
would have given an arm to know how, the Achuultani generated external hyper fiddsaround their
missiles, without the massive on-board hyper drives human missiles required

Their launchers rate of fire was lower, but they were smal enough the Achuultani could pack theminin
unbelievable numbers, and they tended to fire their salvosin shoas, scattered over the hyper bands. A
shield could cover only so many bands at once, and with luck, they could pop amissile through onethe
shiedld wasn't guarding—atrick which had cost Earth'swarships dearly.

Their energy weapons, on the other hand, relied upon quaint, short-ranged devel opments of laser
technology, which left agap in their defenses. It wasn't very wide, but if Earth's defenders could get into
it, they weretoo closefor redly accurate Achuultani hyper missile-fire and beyond their effective energy
weapon range. Thetrick was surviving to get there.

And they redly did like kinetic wegpons. So far, they'd managed to hit the planetary shield with scores of
projectiles, the largest something over abillion tons, and virtualy wiped out Earth's orbital industry.
They'd nailed two ODCs, aswell, picking them off with missileswhen the main shield was dammed back
into atmaosphere behind them by kinetic assault

To date, Vassly had managed to hold that shield againgt everything they threw at him, but the big, blond
Russian was growing increasingly grim-faced. The PDC shield generators had been designed to provide
afifty percent reserve—but that was before they knew about Achuultani hyper missiles. Covering the
wide-band attacks coming at him took every generator he had, and at ruinous overload. Without the core
tap, not even the PDCs could have held them.

Which waslargely what this conference was about.

" don't see an option, Horus," Hatcher said findly. "Weve got to have that tap. If we shut down and
they hit us before we power back up—"

"Gerdd,"” Chernikov said, "we never meant thistap to carry such loads so long. The control sysemsare
collgpsing. | am into the secondary governor ring in places; if it goes, there are only the tertiaries to hold
it"

"But even if we shut down, will it be any safer to power backup?'
"No," Chernikov conceded unhappily. "Not without repairs.”

Then, Vasgly, it isachoice between apossibility of losing control and the probability of losing the
planet,” Tsen sad quietly.



"I know that But it will do us no good to blow up Antarctica and |ose the tap—permanently—into the
bargan.”

"Agreed" Horuss quiet voice snapped dl eyesback to him. " Are your replacement components ready
foringdlaion, Vassly?'

They are. Wewill require two-point-six hoursto change over, but I must shut downtodoit.”

"Very wel." Horusfdt respongbility crushing down upon him. "When thefirst secondary system goes
down, well shut down long enough for complete control replacement.”

Tsen and Hatcher looked asif they wanted to argue, but they were soldiers. They recognized an order
when they heard it.

"Now." Horusturned his atention to Admiral Hawter. "What can you tell us about your own Situation,
|saiah?'

"It'snot good," Hawter said heavily. The biggest problem isthe differencein our shield technologies. We
generate a Single bubble around a unit; they generate aseries of platelike shields, each covering one
aspect of the target, with about a twenty-percent overlap at the edges. They pay for it with amuch less
efficient power ratio, but it gives them redundancy we don't have and letsthem bring themin closer tothe
hull. That's our problem.”

Heads nodded hyper missiles weren't seeking weapons, they went straight to their preprogrammed
coordinates, and the distance between shield and hull effectively made Earth's ships bigger targets. All
too often, ahyper missile close enough to penetrate a human warship's shield detonated outside an
Achuultani ship's shields—which, coupled with the Achuultani's greeter ability to saturate the hyper
bands, |eft Hawters ships a agrievous disadvantage.

"Our missiles out-range theirs, and we've refined our targeting systems to begt their jammers—which, by
the way, are dtill losing ground to our own—-but if we stay beyond their range, we can't get our warheads
in close enough, ether. Not without bigger salvos than most of our ships can throw. Aslong asthey stay
far enough out to use their micro-jump advantage, aswell, we can only fight them on their terms, and
that's bad business."

"How bad?' Generd Ki asked.

"Bad. We started out with a hundred and twenty battleships, twice that many cruisers, and about four
hundred destroyers. We're down to thirty-one battleships, ninety-six cruisers, and one hundred and
seven destroyers—that's aloss of five hundred and thirty-six out of an initid strength of seven hundred
and seventy. In return, we've knocked out about nine hundred of their ships. I've got confirmed killson
seven hundred eighty-two and probables on another hundred fifty or so. That's one hell of alot more
tonnage than we've logt, and by our originad estimates, that should have been all of them; asit s, it looks
likeabit lessthan fifty percent.

"What it boils down to isthat they've ground us away. If they move againgt usin force, we no longer have
the mobile unitsto meet them in deep space.”

"In short," Horus interjected softly, "they've won control of the Solar System beyond the reach of Earth's
own wegpons.”

"Exactly, Governor,” Hawter said grimly. "We're holding so far, but by the skin of our teeth. And thisis
only the scouting force.™



They were ill staring a one another in glum silence when the darms shrieked.

Both of Brashied’ s somachstightened as Vindicator moved in-system. The Demon Sector wasliving
up to itsname, Tarhish take ft! Almost haf the scouts had died striving againgt this single wretched planet,
and if the scouts were but afew pebblesin the avalanche of Great Lord Tharno's fleet, there were many
aunsin this sector—including the ones which must have built those scanner arrays. It could not have been
these nest-killers, for none of their ships were even hyper-capable. But if these nest-killers had such
weapons, who knew what €l se awaited the Protectors?

Y et they were pushing the nest-killers back. Lord of Thought Mosharg had counted the nest-killersthey
had sent to Tarhish carefully, and few of their foes impossibly powerful warships could remain.

Still, it seemed rash to press an attack so deep into the inner system. The nest-killers were twice asfast
as Vindicator when he could not fleeinto hyper. If thiswas an ambush, the Great Visit's scouts could
lose heavily.

But Brashied was no lord Perhaps the purpose was to evaluate the nest-killers close defenses before the
Hoof of Tarhish was released upon them? That made sense, even to an assistant servant like him,
especidly inlight of their ordersto attack the sunward pole of the planet. Y et to risk a hdf-twelve of
twelves of scoutsin thisfashion took courage. Which might be why Lords Chirdan and Mosharg were
lords and Brashied was an assstant servant.

He settled tensaly upon his duty pad as they emerged from hyper and headed for the blue-white world
they had come so far to day.

" Seventy-two hostiles, inbound,” Plotting reported " Approximately two hundred forty additional hostiles
following at eight light-minutes. Evaluate thisasamagor probe.”

Isaiah Hawter winced. Over three hundred of them. He could go out to meet them and kick hell out of
them, but it would leave him with next to nothing. Those bastards lying back to cover their felowswith
hyper missles made the difference. Hed lose haf his ships before his energy wegpons even engaged the
advanced force,

No, thistime hewas going to haveto let themiin.

"All task forces, withdraw behind the primary shield,” he said. "Ingtruct Fighter Command to stand by.
Bring al ODC wegponry to readiness.”

Adrienne Robbins swore softly as she retreated behind the shield She knew going out to meet that much
firepower would be aquick form of suicide, but Nergal had twenty-seven confirmed killsand nine
probables, more than any other unit among Earth's tattered survivors, and letting these vermin close
without afight galled her. More, it frightened her, because whether anyone chose to admit it or not, she
knew what it meant. They werelosing.

Vassly Chernikov made a minute adjustment through his neura feed, nurang his coretap like an old cat
with asingle kitten. Hed been right to ingst on building it, but all he felt now was hatred for the demon he
had chained It was breaking its bonds, dowly but surely, under the strain of continuous overload
operation in aplanetary atmosphere; when they snapped, it would be the end.

Lieutenant Samson's belly tightened as he watched the devel oping attack pattern. They were coming in
from the south this time—had they spotted the core tap? Realized how vita to Earth it was?

Either way, it made little difference to Samson's probable fate. The Iron Bitch wasright in their path,



floating with five other ODCsto help her bar theway... and the planetary shield was drawn in behind
them.

"Red Warning! Preparefor launch! Preparefor launch! Red Warning!"

Thefighter crews, Terra-born and Imperids distinguishable now only by their names, charged up the
laddersto their cockpits. Generd Ki Tran Thich settled into the pilot's couch of his command fighter and
flashed the commit Sgna over hisneura feed. Drives hummed to life, EW officerstuned their defensive
systems and wegponry, and the destruction-laden little craft howled up from their PDC homes on the
manmade thunder of their sonic booms.

Brashied blinked inner and outer lids dike as his display blossomed with sudden threat sources. Great
Nest! Sublight misslesa this range?

But his congternation eased dightly as he saw the power readings. No, not missiles. They were something
else, some sort of very small warships. He had never heard of anything like them, but, then, he had never
heard of most of the Tarhish-gpawned surprises these demon nest-killers had produced.

"Missle batteries, stand by," Gerdd Hatcher ordered softly. Thiswas going to be tricky. He and Tao-ling
had trained to coordinate their southern-hemisphere PDCs, but this was the first time the bastards had
comeredly close.

He spared amoment to be thankful Sharon and the girls were safely under the protection of Horus's
Shepherd Center HQ. It wasjust possible something was coming through thistime.

Andrew Samson swallowed as the interceptors drilled through the shield's polar portal and it closed
behind them. They were such tiny thingsto pit themsdves againgt those kilometers-long Leviathans. It
didn't seem—

"Stand by missile crews." Captain M'wange's voice was cold. "Shield generators to max. Deploy first
hyper savo."

The hyper missilesfloated out of their bays, moored to the Bitch by chains of invisbleforce, and the
Achuultani swept closer.

"All ODCsengage—now!" Isaiah Hawter snapped.
Nest Lord' Those were missiled

Sayer and War Hoof vanished from his scanners, and Brashied! winced The nest-killers no longer used
the greater thunder, they had cometo rely dmost entirely on those terrible warheads which did not
explode... and for which the Nest had no counter. Sayer crumpled in on himself asamissle breached
hisshidds, War Hoof simply disappeared and the range was far too long for his own hyper missiles.
What devil among the nest-killers had thought of putting hyper drives inside their misslesthat way?

More missiles dropped out of hyper, and Vindicator lurched as his shields trembled under anear-miss.
And another. But Small Lord Hantorg had nerves of stedl. He held his course, and Brashied's own
wegpons would range soon.

He made hisfingers and thumbs relax within the control gloves. Soon, he promised himself. Soon, my
brothers!

The small warships darted closer, and he wondered what they meant to do.



Andrew Samson whooped as the huge ship died. That had been one of the Bitch's missilesl Maybe even
oneof his.

"All fighters—execute Bravo-Three!" Genera Ki barked, and Earth'sinterceptors dashed into the
Achuultani formation, darting down to swoop up from "below” at the last moment They bucked and
twisted, riding the surges from the heavy gravitonic warheads Terrahurled to meet her attackers, and
their targeting systems reached ouit.

Brashied twitched in astonishment as the tiny warships wheeled, evading the close-in energy defenses.
Only afew twelves perished; the others opened fire at point-blank range, and a hurricane of missles
lashed the Aku’ Ultan ships. They lacked the brute power of the nest-killers heavy missiles, but there
were many of them. A great many of them.

Haf atwelve of Vindicator's brothers perished, like mighty gwelloq pulled down by tiny, stinging stlq.
Clearly the net-killers lords of thought had briefed them well. They fought in teams, many units striking
as one, concentrating their fire on single quadrants of their victims shields, and when those isolated
shields died under the tornadoes of Same blazing upon them, the shipsthey had been meant to save died
with them.

In desperation, Brashied armed his own launchers without orders. Such a breach of procedure might
mesan his own degth in dishonor, yet he could not smply crouch upon his duty pad and do nothing! His
fingerstwitched and sent forth asavo of normal-space missiles, missiles of the greater thunder. They
converged on a quarter-twelve of attacking sulg, and when their thunder merged, it washed over the
nest-killers and gave them to the Furnace.

‘Good, Brashied!" 1t was Small Lord Hantorg. "Very good!”

Brashied's crest rose with pride as he heard Vindicator's lord ordering other missile crewsto copy his
example

Generd Ki Tran Thich watched the tremendous Achuultani warship rip apart under hisfire. Heand
Hideoshi had drawn lotsfor theright to lead the first interception, and he smiled wolfishly as he wheded
hisfighter. The full power of the Seventy-First Fighter Group rode at his back as he searched for another
target. There. That one would do nicely.

He never saw the ten-thousand-megaton missile coming directly at him.

"Missile armaments exhausted,” General Tama Hideoshi's ops officer reported, and Tama grunted. His
own feeds had dready told him, and he could fed hisfightersdying... just as Thich had died Who would
have thought of turning shipkillersinto proximity-fused SAMS? Hisinterceptors energy armaments
weren't going to be enough againgt that kind of overkill!

"AD fighterswithdraw to rearm,” he ordered "'Launch reserve drike. Ingtruct dl pilotsto maintain triple
normal separation. They areto engage only with missiles—I repeet, only with missles—then withdraw to
reearm."

"Ya S r.n

Earth'sfighterswithdrew. Over three hundred of them had perished, yet that was but atithe of their total
strength, and the Achuultani probe had been reduced to twenty-seven units.

Theflight crews streamed back past the ODCs, heading for their own bases. It was up to the orbital
fortifications, now—them, and the fire gtill damming into the Achuultani from Earth's southernmost PDCs.



Brashied watched the small warships scatter, fleeing hisfire. The Protectors had found the way to defest
them, and he—he, a lowly assistant servant of thunder—had pointed the way!

Hefet his nestmates gpproval, yet he could not rgjoice. Two-thirds of Vindicator's brothers had died,
and the nest-killers missiles il lashed the survivors. Worse, they were about to enter energy-weapon
range of those waiting fortresses. None of the scouts had done that before; they had engaged only with
missiles at extreme range. Now was the great test. Now was the Time of Fire, when they would learn
what those sullen fortresses could do.

Andrew Samson watched the depleted fightersfall back. Imagine swatting fighters with heavy missiles!
We couldn't've gotten away with it our sublight missiles are too dow, too easy to evade.

The full Achuultani fire shifted to the Bitch and her ssters, and the ODC shuddered, twitching asif in fear
as the warheads battered her shield. Her shield generators heated dangeroudy as Captain M'wange
asked the impossible of them. They were covering too many hyper bands, Samson thought. Sooner or
later, they would miss one, or an antimatter warhead would overload them. And when that happened,
Lucy Samson'slittle boy Andrew would die.

But in the meantime, he thought, taking careful am. .. and bellowed in triumph as yet another massive
warship tore gpart. They were coming to kill him, but if they had not how could he have killed them?

"Stand by energy wegpons," Admiral Hawter said harshly. ODCs Eleven, Thirteen, and Sixteen were
gone; there was going to be one hell of ahole over the pole, whatever happened Far worse, some of
their missiles had gotten through to Earth's surface. He didn't know how many, but any were too many
when they carried that kind of firepower. Y et they were down to nineteen ships. Hetried to tell himself
that was agood sign, and hislipsthinned over histeeth asthe Achuultani kept coming.

They were about to discover the difference between the beams of a battleship and a
three-hundred-thousand-ton ODC, he thought vicioudly.

Brashied flinched asthe waiting fortresses exploded with power. The terrible energy weapons which had
dainso many of Vindicator's brothersin ship-to-ship combat were as nothing beside this! They smote
full upon the warships shields, and asthey smote, those shipsdied. One, two, seven—sdtill they died!
Nothing could withstand that fury. Nothing!

"All right!" Andrew Samson shouted. Six of them aready, and more going! He picked atarget whose
shidddswavered under fire from three different ODCs and popped a gravitonic warhead nestly through
them. Hisvictim perished and this time there was no question who'd made the kill.

"Withdraw."

The order went out, and Brashied sighed with gratitude. Lord of Thought Mosharg must have learned
what they had cometo learn. They could leave.

Assuming they could get away dive.

"They're withdrawing!" someone shouted and Gerald Hatcher nodded Y es, they were, but they'd cost
too much before they went. Two missiles had actualy gotten through the planetary shield despite al that
Vassly and the PDCs could do, and thank Cod those bastards didn't have gravitonic warheads.

He closed his eyes briefly. One missile had been an ocean strike, and God only knew what that was
going to do to Earth's coastlines and ecology. The other had hit Austraia, dmost exactly in the center of
Brisbane, and Gerald Hatcher felt the weight of persond despair. No shelter could withstand adirect hit



of that magnitude, and how in the name of God could hetell Isaiah Hawter that he had just become a
childlesswidower?

Thelast Aku'Ultan warship vanished, fleeing into hyper before the reserve fighter strike caught it. Three
of the seventy-two which had attacked escaped.

Behind them, the southern hemisphere of the planet smoked and smoldered under twenty thousand
megatons of destruction, and far, far ahead of them, Lord Chirdan's engineers completed their final tests.
Power plants came on line, stoking the furnaces of the mighty drive housings, and Lord Chirdan himsalf
gave the order to engage.

The moon men called 1apetus shuddered in its endless orbit around the planet they called Saturn.
Shuddered. .. and began to move dowly away fromits primary.

Chapter Sixteen

Servant of Thunders Brashied crouched upon hisnew duty pad in master fire control He had no idea
how Vindicator had survived so long, but Small Lord Hantorg seemed to believe much of the credit was
his. Hewas grateful for hissmall lord's confidence, and even more that his new promotion gave him such
splendid instrumentation-He bent his eves on the vision plate, watching the rocky mass which paced
Vindicator. The Nest seldom used such large weapons, but it was time and past time for the Protectors
to finish these infernal nest-killers and move on.

Gerdd Hatcher felt amillion years old as he propped hisfeet on the coffee table in Horuss office. Even
with biotechnics, there was alimit to the twenty-two-hour days aman could put in, and he'd passed it

long ago.

For seven months they had held on—somehow—>but the end was in sight His dog-weary personnel
knew it, and the civilians must suspect. The heavens had been pocked with too much flame. Too many of
their defenders had died... and their children. Fourteen times now the Achuultani had driven hyper
missiles past the planetary shield. Most had struck water, lashing Earth's battered coasts with tsunamis,
wracking her with radiation and salt-poi soned typhoons, but four had found targets ashore. By God's
grace, one had landed in the middle of the African desert, but Brisbane had been joined by over four
hundred million more dead, and all the miracles his people had wrought were but delays.

How Vassly kept histap up was more than Hatcher could tell, but he was holding it together, with his
bare handsfor al intents and purposes. The power still flowed, and Geb and his zombidike crews kept
the shield generators on-line somehow. They could shut down no more than ahandful for overhaul a any
onetime, but, like Vassly, Geb was doing the impossible.

Y es, Hatcher thought, Earth had its miracle-workers... but a aprice.
"How—" He paused to clear histhroat "How's Isaiah?"
"Unchanged,” Horus said sadly, and Hatcher closed hiseyesin pain.

It had been terrible enough for Isaiah to preside over the daughter of his crews, but Brisbane had finished
him. Now he smply sat in hissmall room, staring at the pictures of hiswife and children.

Hisfriends knew how magnificently hed fought, rallying his battered ships again and again; he knew only
that he hadn't been good enough. That held let the Achuultani murder hisfamily, and that most of the
crewswho'd fought for him with such supreme gallantry had also died. So they had, and too many of the
survivorswere like Isaiah—burned out, dead inside, hating themsalves for being lessthan godsin the



hour of their world's extremity.

Y et there were the others, Hatcher reminded himself. The oneslike Horus, who'd assumed Isaiah’'s duties
when he collgpsed. Like Adrienne Robbins, the senior surviving parasite skipper, who'd refused adirect
order to take her damaged ship out of action. Like Vassily and Geb, who'd somehow risen above
themselves to perform impossible tasks. Like the bone-weary crews of the ODCs and PDCs who fought
on day after endless, hopeless day, and the fighter crews who went out again and again, and came back
in ever fewer numbers.

And, he thought, the people like Tsien Tao-ling, those very rare men and women who smply had no
breaking point... and thank God for them.

Of the Supreme Chiefs of Staff, Singhman and Ki had been killed. .. and so had Hawter, Hatcher thought
sadly. TamaHideoshi had taken over dl that remained of Fighter Command, but VVassly was chained to
Antarctica, Frederick Amesbury was working himself into his own grave in Plotting, trying desperately to
keep tabs on the outer system through his Achuultani-crippled arrays, and Chiang Chien-su couldn't
possibly be spared from his heartbreaking responsibility for Civil Defense. So even with Horustaking
over the remnants of Hawters warships and ODCs, Hatcher had been forced to hand the entire
planet-side defense net over to Tsien while he himsdlf concentrated on finding away to keep the
Achuultani from destroying Earth. - But hewas agenerd, not awizard.

"Weve had it, Horus." He watched the old Imperia carefully, but the governor didn't even flinch. "We're
just kicking and scratching on the way to the gallows. | don't see how Vassily can keep the tap up
another two weeks."

" Should we stop kicking and scratching, then?' The question came out with aghost of asmile, and
Hatcher smiled back.

"Hell, no. | just needed to say it to someone before | go back and start kicking again. Even if they take us
out, we can make sure there are less of them for the next world on thair list."

"My thoughts exactly." Horus squeezed the bridge of his nose wearily. "Should wetdl the civilians?'

"Better not" Hatcher sighed. I'm not really scared of apanic, but | don't see any reason to frighten them
any worse than they dready are.”

-Agreed.”

Horus rose and walked dowly to his office's glasswall. The Colorado night was ripped by solid sheets of
lightning as the outraged atmosphere gave up some of the violence it had been made to absorb, and a
solid, unending roll of thunder shook the glass. Lightning and snow, he thought; crashing thunder and
buzzards. Too much vaporized seawater, too many cubic kilometers of steam. The planetary albedo had
shifted, more sunlight was reflected, and the temperature had dropped. There was no telling how much
further it would go... and thank the Maker General Chiang had stockpiled food so fanaticaly, for the
worlds cropswere gone. But at least this one was turning to rain. Freezing cold rain, but rain.

And they were ill dive, hetold himsdf as Hatcher stood silently to leave. Alive. Y et that, too, would
change. Gerald wasright. They werelosing it, and something deep inside him wanted to curl up and get
the dying finished. But he couldn't do thet.

"Gerad." His soft voice stopped Hatcher at the door, and Horus turned his eyes from the storm to meet
the generd’s. " In case we don't get a chance to talk again, thank you."



The Hoof of Tarhish pawed the vacuum. Not even the Aku'Ultan could accel erate such masseswith a
snap of thefingers, but its speed had grown. Only afew twelves of two per segment, at first, then more.
And more. More!

Now Vindicator rode the mighty projectil€'s flank, joined with his brothersin asolid phalanx to guard
their wesgpon.

They must be seen soon, but the Hoofs defenses were strong, and the nest-killers could not even range
accurately upon it without first blasting aside the half-twelve of great twelves of scouts which remained.
They would defend the Hoof with their own deaths and clear away through what remained of the
nest-killers defenses, for they were Protectors.

"Oh my God.

Sir Frederick Amesburys Plotting teams were going berserk trying to andyze the Achuultani's current
maneuvers, for there was no sane reason for them to be clustered that way on a course like that But
something about the whisper cut through the weary, frantic background hum, and he turned to Mgor
Joanna Osgood, his senior watch officer.

"What isit, Mgor?' But her mahogany face was frozen and she did not answer. He touched her
shoulder. "Jo?"

Magor Osgood shook hersdlf.
"I found the answer, gr," shesad. "'l gpetus.”

Her Caribbean accent's flattened calm frightened Amesbury, for he knew what produced that tone.
There was arealm beyond fear, for when no hope remained there was no reason to fear.

"Explain, Mgor," he said gently.

"I finally managed to hyper an array out-system and got , alook at Saturn, Sir." She met the genera's
gaze camly. "lgpetusisn't there anymore.”

"Itstrue, Ger." Amesburysweary face looked back from Hatcher's com screen. "It took sometimeto
get aprobe near enough to burn through their ships energy emissonsand confirm it, but we found it right
enough. Dead center in their formation: | gpetus—the eighth moon of Saturn.”

"l see" Hatcher wanted to curse, to revile God for letting this happen, but there was no point, and his
voice was soft. "How bad isit?"

"Ifsthe end, unless we can stop the bloody thing. Thisis no asteroid, Ger—it's a bleeding moon. Six
times the mass of Ceres."

"Moving how fagt?'

"Fast enough to see us off,” Amesbury replied grimly. "They could have done that smply by dropping it
into Sol'sgravity well and letting it fal'downhill’ to us, but wed've had too much time. They've put shidds
onit, but if we could pop afew hyper missilesthrough them, we might be able to blow the bugger apart
beforeit reaches us. That'swhy they're bringing it in under power: they don't want to exposeit to our fire
any longer than they haveto.

"Their drives are much dower than ours are, but they've got the ruddy gravity well to work with, too. |
don't know how they did it—even if they hadn't been picking off our sensor arrays, we were watching



the asteroids, not the outer-system moons—but | reckon they started out with avery low initia
accderation. Only they're coming from Saturn, Ger. | don't know when they actually started, but were
just past opposition, which meanswe're over one-and-a-haf" trillion kilometers apart on astraight line.
But they're not on agtraight-line course... and they've been acceerating al the way.

"They're coming at us at upwards of five hundred kilometers per second—seven times faster than a"'fast*
meteorite. | haven't bothered to calculate how many trillions of megatons that equates to, because it
doesn't matter. That moon will punch through our shield like abullet through butter, and the/D reach usin
about six days. That's how long weve got to stop them."”

"We can't, Frederick," Hatcher sighed. "Wejust cant doit.”
"I bloody well know we can't,” Amesbury said harshly, "but that doesn't mean we don’'t haveto try!"

"I know." Hatcher made his shoulders straighten. "Leave it with me, Frederick. Well giveit our best
shot"

"I know," Amesbury said much more softly. "And... God bless, Ger."

Faces paled as the news spread among Earth's defenders. This was the end When that stupendous
hammer came down, Earth would shatter like awanut.

Some had given too much, stretched their reserves too thin, and they snapped Most smply retrested
from redlity, but a handful went berserk, and their fellows were dmost grateful, for subduing them
diverted their minds from their own terror.

Y et only aminority broke. For most, survival, even hope, were no longer factors, and they manned their
battle stations without hysteria, cold and determined... and desperate.

Servant of Thunders Brashied noted the changing energy signatures. So. The nest-killers knew, and they
would gtrive to thrust the Hoof aside, to destroy it. Already the orbital fortresses were moving,
concentrating to meet them, but many smaller hooves had been prepared to pelt the planetary shield,
driving it back, exposing those fortresses to the Protectors thunder. They would clear a path for the
Hoof, and nothing could stop them. The nest-killers could not even see the Hoof to fire upon it unless
they destroyed Vindicator and his brothers, and they would never do that in time.

He watched his magnificent instruments as Lord of Order Chirdan shifted formation, placing athicker
wall of his nestlings between the Hoof and the nest-killers world. Vindicator anchored one edge of that
wal.

Lieutenant Andrew Samson felt queerly calm. Governor Horus had shifted hisremaining fortsto give the
Bitch support, but the Achuultani had expected did Kinetic projectiles had hammered the planetary
shield back for days, stripping it away from the ODCs. { (aiding squadrons had charged in, paying ahigh
price for their attacks but picking off the battered ODCs. Of the six which originally had protected the
pole, only the damaged Bitch remained, and she'd expended too much ammunition defending herself.
Without Earth's orbital indusiry, just keeping up with expenditureswas difficult... not to mention therisk
colliersran between the shield and the ODCs to resupply them.

Andrew Samson had long ago abandoned any expectation of surviving Earth's Sege, If hisworld would
live. Now he knew it probably would not, and that purged the last fear from his system, leaving only a
strange, bittersweet regret.

Thelast fleet units would make their try soon. They'd been hoarded for this moment, waiting until the



Achuultani were within point-blank range of Earth's defenses. Their chances of surviving the next few
hours were even lower than his own, but the ODCswould do what they could to cover them. He
checked hisremaining hyper missiles. Thirty-seven, and lessthan four hundred in the Bitch's other
magazines. It wouldn't be enough.

Acting Commodore Adrienne Robbins checked her formation. All fifteen of Earths remaining battleships,
little more than a single squadron, were formed up about her wounded Nergal . Haf Nergal's launchers

had been destroyed by the near-miss which had pierced her shield and killed eighty of her three hundred
people, but she had her drive... and her energy weapons.

The threadbare remnants of the cruisers and destroyers—seventy-four of them, in all—screened the
pitiful handful of capital ships. Eighty-ninewarships: her first and find task force command.

Task Force ready to proceed, Governor,” shetold the face on her com.
"Proceed,” Horus said quietly. "May the Maker go with you, Commodore.”

"And with you, gr," shereplied, thenshifted to her command net, and her voice was clear and cam. The
Task Force will advance," she said.

Brashied watched in grudging admiration as the nest-killers advanced. There were so few of them, and
barely atwelve of their biggest ones. Their crews must know they would be chaff for the Furnace, yet il
they came, and something within him sauted their courage. In this moment they were not nest-killers; they
were Protectors, just astruly as he himsdlf.

But such thoughts would not stay his hand. The Nest had survived for uncountable higher twelves of
yearsonly by daying its enemies while they were yet week. It was alesson the Aku'Ultan had learned
long ago from the Great Nest-Killers who had driven the Aku'Ultan from their own Nest Place.

It would not happen again.

Gerdd Hatcher felt sick as Commodore Robbins led her shipsout to die. But the fire control of his
orbital and ground-side fortresses couldn't even see | apetus unless an opening could be blown for them,
and those doomed ships were his one hope to open away.

"If we get afee, lock it intight Flotting," he said harshly.
"Acknowledged,” Sir Frederick Amesbury replied.

"Request permission to engage,” TamaHideoshi said from his own screen, and Hatcher noted the
generd'sflight suit They had more fighters than crews now, but even so Hideoshi had no businessflying
thismission. Y et there was no tomorrow thistime, and he chose not to object.

"Not yet. Hold ingde the shield till the ships engage.”

"Acknowledged." Tama's voice was unhappy, but he understood. He would wait until the Achuultani
were too busy punching missiles a Robbinss shipsto wipe his own fragile craft from the universe.

Task Force opening fire," someone said, and another voice came over the link, soft and prayerful, its
owner not even aware he had spoken.

"Go, baby! Go!" it whispered.

Adrienne Robbins had discussed her plan with Horus, not that there was much "planning” to it Therewas



but one possible tactic: to go right down their throat behind every missile she had Perhaps, just perhaps,
they could swamp the defenses, get in among them with their energy weapons. None would survive such
close combat but they might punch ahole before they died.

And so0 Earth's ships belched missiles at her murderers, hyper and sublight alike. Their launcherswent to
continuous rapid fire, spitting out homing sublight wegpons without even worrying about targeting. The
letha projectileswere acloud of desth, and the first hyper missiles from Earth came with them.

Lord of Order Chirdan's head bobbed in anguish as his nestlings died. He had known the nest-killers
must come forth and hurl their every wegpon againgt him, yet not even Battle Comp had predicted
carnage such asthidl

The missle scorm was awhirlwind, boring into the center of thewall defending the Hoof. Antimatter
pyres and gravitonic warheads savaged his ships, and hisinner lids narrowed. They sought to blow ahole
and chargeinto it with their inferna energy weapons! They would die there, but in their dying they might
expose the Hoof to their fellows upon the planet.

He could not alow that, and his orders went out. The edges of hiswall of shipsthinned, drawing together
in the center to block the attack, and his own, shorter-ranged missiles struck back.

Time had no meaning. There was only ashrieking eternity of dying shipsand aglarethat lit Earth's night
skies like twice ahundred suns. Adrienne Robbins saw it reaching for her ships, saw her lighter
destroyers and cruisers burning like coals from aforge, and she adjusted her course dightly.

The solid core of her outnumbered task force drove for the exact center of that vortex of death, and their
magazineswereamost dry.

"Go!" Tama Hideoshi snapped, and Earth'slast surviving interceptors howled heavenward He rode his
flight couch, hisEW officer at hissde, and smiled He wasfifty-nine years old, and only hisbiotechnics
made this possible. Three years before, held thought he would never fly combat again. Now he would,
and if hisworld must die, a least he had been given thisfind gift, to diein her defenseasasamura
should.

Nest Lord! Their small shipswere atacking, too! Brashied had not thought so many remained, but they
did, and they charged on the hedls of their larger, dying brothers, covered by their deaths.

A few of the Bitch'slaunchers till had hyper missiles, but Andrew Samson was down to sublight
weapons. It was long range, too much time for the bastards to pick them off, but each of his wegpons
they had to deal with was one more strain on their defenses. He sent them out at four-second intervals.

Lord Chirdan cursed. The nest-killerswere dying by twelves, yet they had cut deep into hisformation.
Six twelves of his ships had dready perished, and the terrible harvest of the nest-killer beamswas only
dating.

Their warships vanished into the heart of hisown, robbing his outer missile crews of targets, and they
retargeted on the orbital fortresses.

Gerdd Hatcher'sface was stone asthe first ODC died. Missiles pelted the planetary shield, aswell, but
he dmost welcomed those. Evenif they broke through, killed millions of civilians, he would welcome
them, for each missle sent againgt Earth was one not sent againgt his orbita launchers.

He sat back and fdlt utterly usaless. There was no reserve. Hed committed everything he had. Now he
had nothing to do but watch the daughter of his people.



Missiles coated the Iron Bitch's shield in ablinding corona, and still she struck back.

Andrew Samson was a machine, part of his console. His magazine was down to ten percent and
dropping fast, but he didn't even think of dowing hisrate of fire. There was no point, and he pounded his
foes, hisbrainfull of the thunder wracking the Achuultani formation.

He never saw the hyper misslewhich finaly popped the Bitch's shields. He died with hismind il full of
thunder.

TamaHideoshi's fighters dammed into the Achuultani, and their missiles flashed away. Scores of
Achuultani shipsdied, but the enemy formation closed anyway. Commodore Robbins's ships vanished
into the maglstrom, and the fighters were dying too quickly to follow.”

They exhaugted their missiles and closed with energy guns.

Adrienne Robbins was halfway through the Achuultani, but her cruisers and destroyerswere gone. The
back of her mind burned with the image of the destroyer London as her captain took her at full drive
directly into one of the Achuultani monsters behind the continuousfire of his energy wegpons, bursting
through its weakened shield and dragging it into death with him. Y et it wasn't enough. She and her
battleships were done, the only units with the strength to endure the fury, and even they were going fast
Nergal hersdlf had taken another near miss, and tangled skeins of atmosphere followed her like atrail of
blood.

Another Achuultani ship died under her energy weapons, but another loomed beyond it, and still another.
They wouldn't break through after al.

Adrienne Robbins drove her crippled command forward, and Nergal's eight surviving ssters charged at
her Sde.

Tsen Tao-lings scannerstold him Commodore Robbinswould not succeed. Y €. ..in away, she might
yet. His eyes closed as he concentrated on hisfeed, his brain clear and cold, buttressed against panic.
Y es. Robbins had drawn most of the defenders onto her own ships, thickening the center of their
formation but thinning its edges. Perhaps—

The hail of missilesfrom the PDCs stopped as his neurd feed overrode their firing orders. He felt
Hatcher's shock through his cross feed to Shepherd Center, but there was no time to explain.

And then the launchers retargeted and spoke, hurling their massed missiles at a sphere of space barely
three hundred kilometers across. Two thousand gravitonic warheads went off as one.

Twenty kilometers of starship went mad, hurled end-for-end as the wave of destruction broke acrossit
Servant of Thunders Brashied clung to hisduty pad, blood bursting from his nostrils as the universe
exploded about him, and Tsen Tao-lingsfury spat Vindicator forth like the seed of agrape.

"Contact!" Sir Frederick Amesbury screamed, his British reserve shattered a last. TSen had blown a
brief hole through the Achuultani flank, and Amesbury’ s computers locked onto lapetus. The data
flashed to the PDCs and surviving ODCs, and their missiles retargeted once more.

Lord Chirdan cursed and dammed a double-thumbed fist into the bulkhead No! They could not have
donethat! Not while the Hoof had so far to go!

But he fought himsalf back under control, watching missilesrip at the Hoof even as hisravaged nestlings
raced to reposition themsalves. Shields guttered and flared, and one quadrant failed. A missile dodged
through the gap, its antimatter warhead incinerating the generators of yet another quadrant, but it wastoo



late

Without direct observation, not even these demon-spawned nest-killers could kill the Hoof beforeit
struck. His scouts had aready spread back out to deny them that observation and hide the damaged
shield quadrants, and he bared histeeth in asnarl. He turned back to the five surviving nest-killer
warships, he would give them to the Furnace, and their deaths would fan the Fire awaiting their cursed
world.

Hatcher's momentary eation died. It had been amagnificent try, but it had failed, and hefdt himsdf relax
into acurioustranquility of sorrow for the death of his planet, coupled with adeep, abiding pridein his

people.

Hewatched amost camly asthe thinning screen of Achuultani ships moved till closer. There wereno
more than three hundred of them, four at the mogt, but it would be enough.

"Generd Hatcher!" His head snapped up at the sudden cry from Plotting. There was something strange
about that voice. Something he could not quite put hisfinger upon. And then he had it Hope. There was
hope init!

Nergal wasaone, thelast survivor of Terra's squadrons.

Adrienne Robbins had no ideawhy her ship was still dive, nor dared she taketimeto consider it. Her
mind blazed hotter than the warheads bursting against her shield, and still she moved forward. Therewas
no sanity init. One battleship, her missles exhausted, could never stop 1gpetus. But sanity wasan
encumbrance. Nergal had cometo attack that moon, and attack she would.

Thewall wasthinning, and she could fed the moon through her scanners. She dtered course dightly,
smashing at her foes—

—and suddenly they vanished in agut-wrenching fury of gravitonic destruction that tossed Nergal likea
cork.

Lord Chirdan saw without understanding. Three twelves of warships—four twelves—five! Impossble
warships. Warships vaster than the Hoof itself!

They came out of nowhere at impossible speeds and began to kill.

Misslesthat did not miss. Beamsthat licked away shipsliketinder. Shieldsthat brushed aside the
mightiest thunders. They were the darkest nightmare of the Aku’ Ultan, fleshed in shields and battle sted!.

Lord Chirdan's flagship vanished in abail of flame, and his scouts died with him. In the end, not even
Protectors could abide the coming of those night demons. A pitiful handful broke, tried to flee, but they
were too deep in the gravity well to escape into hyper, and—one by one—they died.

Y et before the last Protector perished, he saw one great warship advance upon the Hoof. Its missiles
reached out—sublight missilesthat took precise station on the charging moon before they flared to
dreadful life. A surge of gravitonic fury raced out from them, even its backlash terrible enough to shake
the wounded Earth to her core, triggering earthquakes, waking vol canoes.

Y et that was out an echo of their power. Sixteen gravitonic warheads, each hundreds of times more
powerful than anything Earth had boasted, flashed into destruction... and took the moon Iapetus with
them.

Gerad Hatcher sagged in disbelief, too shocked even to fed joy, and the breathless slence of his



command post was an extension of hisown.

Then a screen on his com pand lit, and aface he knew looked out of it.
"Sorry we cut it 0 close," Colin Maclntyre said softly.

And then—then—the command post exploded in cheers.

Chapter Seventeen

Generd Hector MacMahan watched the shoas of Imperid assault boats close in aout his command
craft, then turned his scannersto the broken halves of the Achuultani starship tumbling through spacein
the intricate measures of an insane dance. The planetoid Sevrid hovered behind her shuttles, watching
over them and probing the wreckage. Therewas still air and life aboard that shattered ship, and power,
but not much of any of them.

MacMahan grunted in satisfaction as Sevrid’ s tractors snubbed away the wreck's movement Now if only
the ship had abay big enough to dock the damned thing, he and his people might not have to do
everything the hard way.

He had no idea how many live Achuultani awaited his assault force, but he had six thousand men and
women in hisfirst wave, with areserve hdf that Sze again. The cost might be high, but that wreck was
the sngle partidly intact Achuultani warship in the system. If they could takeit, capture records, its
computers, maybe even afew live Achuultani. ..

"Come on, people, tighten it up,” he murmured over his com, watching the find adjustment of his
formation. There. They were ready.

"Execute!" he snapped, and the assault boats screamed forward.

Servant of Thunders Brashied waited in the wreckage in his vac-suit. One broken foreleg was crudely
splinted, but aside from the pain it waslittle inconvenience. He gtill had three good legs, and with the loss
of the drive gravity had become aghost.

He watched hisremaining insruments, longing to send the thunder againgt the foe, but his launchers had
died. Perhaps afifth-twelfth of Vindicator's energy wegpons remained serviceable, but none of his
launchers, and no wegpons a dl on the broken tooth of hisforward section.

Brashied tried to rgject the nightmare. The nest-killers world till lived, and these monstrous warships
foretold perils yet more dire. The lords of thought had believed this system stood done. It did not. The
makers of those ancient scanner arrays had ralied to its defense, and they were powerful beyond dreams
of power. Why should they content themselves with merely stopping the Protectors attack? Why should
they not strikethe Nest itself?

He wondered why they had not smply given Vindicator to the Fire. Did their own beliefsin honor
demand they face their fina foesin persona combat? It did not matter, and he turned from his panel as
the small craft advanced. He had no wegpons to smite them, but he had aready determined where he
and hissurviving nestlings of thunder would make their stand.

MacMahan flinched as the after section of the wrecked hull lashed his shuttles with fire. The crude energy
weapons were powerful enough to burn through any assault boat's shield, but they'd fired at extreme
range. Only three were hit, and the others went to evasive action, ripping at the wreck with their own
energy guns. Sevrid's far heavier weapons readied past them, and warp beams plucked nest, perfect
divotsfrom the hull. Air gushed outward, and then the first-wave assault boats reached their god.



Their energy guns blasted one last time, and they battered into the holes they'd blown on suddenly
reversed drives. They crunched to ahalt, and assault teams charged into the violated passages of the
broken starship, their soot-black combat armor invisiblein the lightless corridors. A handful of defenders
opened fire, and their weapons spat back, silent in the vacuum.

McMahan's command boat led the third wave, staggering drunkenly asit dammed to ahalt, and the
hatches popped. His HQ company formed up about him, and he took them into the madness.

Brashied waited. There was no point charging blindly to meet the nest-killers. Vindicator was dead; only
the mechanics of completing his nestlings deaths remained, and this was as good a place to end as any.

He examined his nestlings positionsin thelight of his hemet lamp. They had made themselves what cover
they could, a hoof-shaped bow of them protecting the hatch to main control, and Brashied wished Small
Lord Hantorg had survived to lead their find fight

Hisnogtrilsflared in bitter amusement. While he was wishing, might he not wish that he knew what he
was about? He and his nestlings were servants of thunders—they smote worlds, not single nest-killers!
He cudgeled his brain, trying to remember if he had ever heard of Protectors and nest-killers actudly
facing one another so directly. He did not think he had, but his mind was nonetoo clear, and it redly did
not matter.

It was asimpossible to coordinate the battle as MacMahan had expected it to be. Not even Imperial
technology could provide any clear picture of thiswarren of decks and passages, sedled hatches and
lurking ambushes.

He'd done his best in the pre-assault briefing; now it was up to his combat teams. The Second Marines
provided the bulk of hisfirepower, but each company had an attached Recon Group platoon, and they
were—

A stream of dugswrenched him back to thejob at hand, and he popped hisjump gear, leaping aside as
his point man went down and more fire clawed the space he himsalf had occupied a moment before,
Leaking air and globules of blood marked a dead man as Corporal O'Hara's combat armor tumbled
down the zero-gee passage, and McMahan’ s mouth tightened. These crazy centaurs didn't have an
energy weapon worth shit, but their dug weapons were nasty.

Still, they had their disadvantages. For one thing, recoil wasarea problem—one his own people didn't
face. And for dl their determination to fight to the death, Achuultani didn't seem to be very good
infantrymen. His people, on the other hand...

Two troopers eased forward, close to the deck, and an entire squad hosed the area before them with
rapid, continuous grav gun fire. The super-dense explosive darts shredded the bulkheads, lighting the
darkness with strobe-lightning spits of fury, and Captain Amanda Givens-Tamman rose suddenly to her
knees. Her warp riflefired, and the defending fire stopped abruptly.

MacMahan shuddered. He hated those damned guns. Probably the first people to meet crossbows had
felt the same way about them. But using a hyper field on anyone, even an Achuultani—!

He chopped the thought off and waved his people forward once again. A new point man moved out,
armor scanners probing for booby traps and defenders alike, and another sealed hatch loomed ahead.

Brashied shook himsdf into readiness ashe fdt vibration in the sted.

"Stand ready, my brothers," he said quietly. "The nest-killers come.”



The hatch smply vanished, and Brashied's crest flattened in dread Somehow these nest-killers had
chained the hyper field itsdf for the use of their protectors!

Then thefirgt nest-killer came through the hatch, back-lit from the corridor behind, lacing the darkness
with fire from its stubby weapon, and Brashied swallowed bile at the ugliness of the squet, four-limbed
shape. But even in hisrevulsion hefdt athrob of wonder. That was a projectile wegpon, yet there was
no recoil! How was that possble?

The question battered away into the recesses of his mind as the nest-killer's explosive darts ripped two of
his nestlings gpart. How had it seen them in the blackness? No matter. He sighted carefully, bracing his
three good legs againgt the bulkhead, and squeezed histrigger. Recoil twisted his broken leg with agony,
but his heavy dugs ripped through the biped's armor, and Brashied felt a stab of savage delight. They had
taken histhunders from him, but he would send afew more to the Furnace before they dew him!

The chamber blossomed with drifting globules of blood as more nest-killers charged through the hatch.
Darknesswas light for them, and their fire was murderoudy accurate. His nestlings perished, firing back,
crying out in agony and horror over their suit communicators as darts exploded within their bodies or the
terrible hyper wegpons plucked away their limbs. Brashied shouted his hate, holding back the trigger,
then fumbled for another magazine, but there was no time. He hurled himsdlf forward, his bayonet
stabbing towards the last nest-killer to enter.

"Generd!" someone shouted, and MacMahan whirled. There was something wrong with the charging
centaur'slegs, but not with its courage; it was coming at him with only abayonet, and his grav gun rose
automatically—then stopped.

"Check fire!" he shouted and tossed the grav gun aside.

Brashied gaped as the puny nest-killer discarded its weapon, but his heart flamed. One more. One more
foetolight hisown way into the Furnace! He screamed in rage and thrust.

McMahan's gauntleted hand dashed its armored edge into the Achuultani'slong, clumsy rifle, driven by
servo-mech "muscles,” and the insanely warped weapon flew away.

Thedien flung itsdf bodily upon him, and what kind of hand-to-hand moves did you use againgt a quarter
horse with arms? MacMahan almost laughed at the thought, then he caught one murderoudy swinging
arm, noting the knifein its hand only at the last moment, and the Achuultani convulsed in agony.

Careful, careful, Hector! Don't kill it by accident! And watch the vac-suit, you dummy! Rip it and—

He moderated his armor's strength, and a furioudly kicking hoof smashed his chest for hispains. That
smarted even through his armor. Strong bastard, wasn't he? They lost contact with decks and bulkheads
and tumbled, weightless and drunken, across the compartment A last Achuultani gunner tried to nail them
both, but one of hisHQ raidersfinished it in time. Then they caromed off abulkhead at last, and
MacMahan got afirm grip on the other arm.

Hetwisted, landing astride the Achuultani's back, and suppressed amad urge to scream "Ride 'em,
cowboy!" as he wrapped his armored arms around its torso and arms. One of his legs hooked back,
kicking arear leg asde, and hisfoe convulsed again. Damniit! Another broken bone!

"Ashwel! Get your assover herel” he shouted, and his aide legpt forward. Between them, they wrestled
theinjured, ill-fighting dlien into helplessness, pinning it until two other troopers could bind it.

"Jesus! These bastards don't know how to quit Gen'rl!" Ashwell panted.



"Maybe not, but we've got one dive. | expect His Mgesty will be pleased with us.”

"HisMgesty friggin' well better be," someone muttered. | didn't hear that" MacMahan said pleasantly.
"Butif | had, I'd certainly agree.”

Horuswatched Nergal’s mangled hull drop through the seething electrical storm and tried not to weep.
Hefailed, but perhaps no one noticed in theicy sheets of rain.

Strange ships escorted her, half again her size, shepherding her home. He winced as another drive pod
failed and she lurched, but Adrienne Robbins forced her back under control. The other ships tractors
waited, ready to ease her struggle, but Horus could still hear Adriennes voice.

"Negative," sheld said, tears glittering beneath the words. " She got usthisfar, shell take ushome. On her
own, goddamn it! On her own!"

And now the strange ships hovered above her like guards of honor as the broken battleship limped down
the last few meters of sky. Two landing legs refused to extend, and Robbins lifted her ship again, holding
her rock-steady on her off-balance, rapidly failing drive, then laid her gently down upon her belly. It was
perfect, Horus thought quietly. A consummete perfection he could never have matched.

There was no sound but the cannonade of Earth's thunder, saluting the return of her final defender with
heaven'sown artillery. Then the emergency vehicles moved out, flashers splintering in the pounding rain,
grensslent, while the gleaming newcomers settled in acircle about their fdlen sder.

Colin rode the battleship Chesha's trangt shaft to the main ramp and stepped out into the ssorm. Horus
waswaiting.

Something inside Colin tightened as he peered a him through the unnatura sheets of deety rain. Horus
looked more rocklike thanever, but he was an ancient rock, and the last thirty months had cut deep new
linesinto that powerful old face. Colin saw it asthe old Imperia stared back at him, his eyes bright with
incredulousjoy, and climbed the ramp towards him.

"Hello, Horus," he said, and Horus reached out and his upper arms, staring into hisface as he might have
Stared at aghost.

"You are here," hewhispered. "Y ou madeit.”

"Yes," Colin said, the quiet word washed in thunder.

And then his voice broke and he hugged the old man close.

"Wemadeit," he said into his father-in-law's shoulder, "and so did you. My God, so did you!™

"Of coursewe did," Horns said, and Colin had never heard such exhaugtion in ahuman voice. "Y ou | eft
me aplanetful of Terra-born to do it with, didn't you?'

Generd Chiang Chien-su wasfrantically busy, for the fina shock of earthquakes and spouting volcanoes
waked by lapetus's destruction had capped the mounting devastation he'd fought so long. Y et hed
seemed amost cheerful in hislast report His people were winning thistime, and the mighty planetoids
riding solar orbit with the planet were helping. Their auxiliaries were everywhere, helping hisown
overworked craft rescue survivors from the blizzards, mud, water, and fire which had engulfed them.

Except for him, Earth's surviving chiefs of saff sat in Horuss office.



Vassly Chernikov looked like atwo-week corpse, but hisface was relaxed The core tap was
deactivated at lat, and he hadn't lost control of it. Gerald Hatcher and Tsen Tao-ling sat together ona
couch, shoulders sagging, feet propped on the same coffee table. Sir Frederick Ames-bury sat inan
armchair, smoking a battered pipe, eyes haf-shut

TamaHideoshi was not there. Tamman's son had found the samurai's death he'd sought.

Colin sat on the corner of Horus's desk and knew he'd never seen such utter and complete fatigue. These
were the men, he thought; the ones who had done theimpossible. Hed aready queried the computers
and learned what they'd endured and achieved. Even with the evidence before him, he could scarcely
credit it and he hated what he was going to have to tell them. He could see the relaxation in their faces,
the joy of alast-minute rescue, the knowledge that the Imperium had not abandoned them. Somehow he
hed to tell them thetruth, but fird...

"Gentlemen,” he said quietly, "1 never imagined what 1'd really asked you to do. | have no idea how you
didit. I can only say—thank you. It seems so inadequate, but—" He broke off with asmall, gpologetic
shrug, and Geradd Hatcher smiled weerily.

"It cuts both ways, Governor. On behaf of your military commanders—and, | might add, the entire
planet—thank you. If you hadn't turned up when you did—" It was histurn to shrug.

| know," Colin said, "and I'm sorry we cut it o close. We came out of supralight just asyour parasites
wentin.”

"Y ou came—" HOOK'S brows wrinkled in afrown. Then how in the Maker's name did you get here?
Y ou should've been at least twenty hours out!”

"Dahak was. In fact, he and "Tanni are still about twelve hours out Tamman and | took the others and
micro-jumped on ahead,” Colin said then grinned at Horus's expression. " Scouts honor. Oh, we il
needed Dahak's computers—we were plugged in by fold-space link al the way—but he couldn't keep
up. You see, those ships carry hyper drives aswel as Enchanach Drives.”

"They what 2" Horus blurted.

"I know, | know," Colin said soothingly. "L ook, therésalot to explain. The main being about how we
got hereisthat those ships are faster'n hell. They can hyper to within about twelve light-minutes of aGO
gtar, and they can pull about seventy percent light-speed once they get there.”

"Maker! When you get help, you get help, don't you?"

"Well," Colin said dowly, folding his hands on his knee and looking down at them, "yes, and no. Y ou see,
we couldn't find anyone to come with us." He looked up and saw the beginning of understanding horror
in hisfather-in-law's eyes. "The Imperium's gone, Horus," he said gently. "We had to bring these ships
back oursdlves... and they'redl that's coming."

Chapter Eighteen

Dahak's trangt shaft deposited Horus at his destination, and the silent hatch did open. He began to step
through it, then stopped abruptly and dodged asfifty kilos of black fur hurled itself heedfirst past him.
Tinker Bell disgppeared down the shaft's gleaming bore, her happy bark trailing away into sillence, and he
shook hishead with agrin.

He stepped into the captains quarters, till shaking his head. The atrium wasfilled with "sunlight,” a
welcome relief from the terrible rains and blizzards flaying the battered Earth, and Colin rose quickly to



grip hishand and lead him back to the men sitting around the stone table.

Hector MacMahan looked up with arare, wide grin and waved awelcome, and if Gerald Hatcher and
Tsen Tao-ling were more restrained, their smileslooked dmost normd again. Vassly wasn't here; he
and Vdentinawere visting their son and making gppropriately admiring sounds as Vlad explained the
latest wonders of Imperid engineering to them.

"Where's Tanni?" Horus demanded as he and Colin approached the others.
"Shell be dong. She's collecting something we want to show you.”

"Maker, if D be good to see her again!" Horus said, and Colin grinned.
"Shefedsthesameway... Dad."

Horustried to turn hisflashing smile into a pained expression, but who would have believed Tanni would
have the good sense to wed Colin? Especidly given the way they'd first met?

"Hi, Granddad" Hector didn't stand; hisleft leg was regenerating from the dug which had punched
through hisarmor in thefind fighting aboard Vindicator . " Sorry about Tinker Bell. Shewasin ahurry.”

"A hurry?1 thought she was aloose hyper misslel™

"I know." Colin laughed " She's been that way ever since she discovered trangt shafts, and Dahak spoils
her even worse than Hector does."

"I didn't know anyone could" Horus said eyeing Hector severdly.

"Believeit He doesn't have hands, but he's found his own way to pet her. HEll only route her to one of
the park decks unless someone's with her, but he adjusts the shaft to give her about an eighty-kilometer
airstream, and she'sin heaven. He barks a her, too. Mogt horrible thing you ever heard but he swears
she understands him better than | do.”

"Which would not require agreet deal of comprehension,” avoice said and despite himsdlf, Horus
flinched Thelast time he'd heard that voice with his own ears had been during the mutiny. "And that is not
precisely what | have said Colin. | smply maintain that Tinker Bell's barks are much more vaue-laden
than humans believe and that we shall learn to communicate in ameaningful fashion, not that we dready
do s0."

"Yeah, sure." Calinrolled hiseyesat Horus.

"Welcome aboard Senior Feet Captain Horus," Dahak said and Horus's tension eased at the welcomein
that mellow voice. He cleared histhroat.

Thank you, Dahak," he said, and saw Colin's smile of gpproval.

"Join the rest of us," his son-in-law invited, and seated Horus at one end of the table. Wind rustled in the
atrium leaves, afountain bubbled nearby, and Horusfdt hislast uneasiness soaking away into relaxation.

"S0," Hatcher said, obvioudy picking up the thread of an interrupted conversation, "you found yourself
Emperor and located this Guard FHotillaof yours. | thought you said it was only seventy-eight units?’

"Only saventy-eight warships Colin corrected, sitting on the edge of the table. There are d'so ten Shirga
-class calliers, three Enchanach-class trangports, and the two repair ships. That makes ninety-three.”



Horus nodded to himself, still shaken by what he'd seen as his cutter approached Dahak. The space
about Terraseemed incredibly crowded by huge, gleaming planetoids, and their ensigns had crowded his
mind with images... acrouching, six-limbed Birhatan crag cat, an armored warrior, avast broadswvord in
agauntleted fist, and hordes of aien and mythologica beasts he hadn't even recognized. But most
disturbing of al had been seeing two of Dahak’ s own dragon. HE'd expected it, but expecting and seeing
weretwo different things.

"And you managed to bring them al back with you," he said softly.

"Oh, hedid, hedid!" Tamman agreed, stepping out of the trangt shaft behind them. "He worked us half
to death in the process, too." Colin grinned wryly, and Tamman snorted. "We concentrated on the
mechanica systems—Dahak and Caitrin managed most of the life-support functions through their central
computers once we were underway—nbut it's agood thing you didn't see us before we had a chance to
recuperate on the trip back!"

Thebig Imperid smiled, though darkness lingered in his eyes. Hideoshi's death had hit him hard, for he
had been the only child of Tamman's Terra-born wife, Himeko. But Tamman had grown up when there
had been no biotechnicsfor any Terra-born child; a son's deeth held an old, terrible familiarity for him.

"Yeah," Colin said, "but these ships are dumb, Horus, and we don't begin to have the people for them.
We managed to put skeleton crews on six of the Asgerds, but the others are riding empty—except for
Sevrid, that is. That’swhy we had to come back on Enchanach Drive ingtead of hypering home. We
can't run 'em worth adamn without Dahak to do their thinking for them.”

"That's something | still don't understand,” Horus said. "Why didn't the wake-up work?"

"l will bedamned if | know," Colin said frankly. "Wetried it with Two and Herdan, but it didn't seemto
make any difference. These computers are faster than Dahak, and they've got an incredible capacity, but
even after he dumped his entire memory to them, they didn't wake up.”

"Something experientia ?' Horus mused. " Or in the core programming?*
"Dahak?’Y ou want to answer that one?"

"| shall endeavor, Calin, but thetruth isthat I do not know. Senior Fleet Captain Horus, you must
understand that the basic congtruction of these computersistotaly different from my own, with core
programming specificaly designed to preclude the possibility of true salf-awareness on their part.

"My trandation programs are sufficient for most purposes, but to date | have been unable to modify their
programs. In many ways, their core software is an inextricable part of their energy-state circuitry. | can
transfer data and manipulate their existing programs; | am not yet sufficiently versatile to dter them. |
therefore suspect mat the difficulty liesin their core programming and that Smply increasing their data
bases to match my own isinsufficient to cross the threshold of true awareness. Unless, of course, thereis
sometruth to Fleet Captain Chernikov’ s hypothess.”

"Oh?" Horuslooked at Colin. "What hypothesisisthat Colin?

"Vlad's gone metaphysical on us," Colin said. It could have been humor, but it didn't sound that way to
Horus. "He suspects Dahak's devel oped a soul.”

"A soul ?

"Y eah. Hethinksit'safactor of the evolution of something outside the software or the complexity of the
computer net and the amount of datain memory—a'soul’ for want of abetter term.” Colin shrugged "You



can discussit with him later, if you like. Hell talk both your ears off if you let him.”

"| certainly will," Horus said. "A soul,” he murmured. "What an eegant notion. And how wonderful if it
weretrue." He saw Hatcher's puzzled expression and smiled.

"Dahak isdready awonder," he explained "A person—an individua—however he got that way. But if
he does have asoul, if Man has actualy Drought mat about, even by accident, what a magnificent thing to
have done."

"I seeyour point," Hatcher mused then shook himself and looked back at Colin. "But getting back to my
point, do | understand you intend to continue as Emperor?”

"I may not have achoice,” Colin said wryly. "Mother won't let me abdicate, and every piece of Imperia
technology well ever be ableto salvage is programmed to go aong with her."

"What'swrong with that?' Horus put in. "1 think you'll make a splendid emperor, Colin." His son-in-law
stuck out histongue. "No, serioudy. Look what you've dready accomplished. | don't believe therésa
person on Earth who doesn't redlize that he's aive only because of you—"

"Because of you, you mean,” Colin interrupted uncomfortably.

"Only because you left mein charge, and | couldn’t have done it without these people." Horuswaved at
Hatcher and Tsien. "But the point is, you made survival possible. Well, you and Dahak, and | don't
suppose he wantsthe job.”

"Y ou suppose correctly, sir; the mellow voice said and Horus grinned.

"And whether you want it or not, someone's going to haveto takeit, or something like it Weve gotten by
S0 far only because supreme authority was imposed from the outside, and thisis still awar Situation,
which requires an absol ute authority of some sort Evenif it weren't, it'sgoing to be a least ageneration
before most of Earth is prepared for effective sdf-government and aworld government in which only
some nations participate wont work, even if it wouldn't be an abomination.”

"With your permission, Y our Mgesty,"” Tden said, cutting off Colin'sincipient protest “the Governor has
apoint You are aware of how my people regard Western imperialism. That issue has been muted and,
perhaps, undermined somewhat by the mutua trust our merged militaries and cooperating governments
have atained, but our union is more fragile than it appears, and many of our differencesremain.
Cooperation as discrete equasisno longer beyond our imagination; effective amagamation into asingle
government may be. Y ou, as asource of authority from outside the norma Terran power equations, are
quite another matter. Y ou can hold us together. No one € se—with the possible exception of Governor
Horus—could do that."

Colin hadn't been present to witness Tsen'sintegration into Horuss command team. He still tended to
think of the marsha asthe hard-core military leader of the Asian Alliance, and Tsen'scam,
matter-of-fact acceptance took him somewhat aback, but the marshd's sincerity was unmistakable.

If that' stheway you fed, | guessI'm stuck. It' [l make things alot Smpler where Mother is concerned,
that’ sfor sure!™

"But why is she so determined?’ Hatcher asked.

"She was designed that way, Ger," MacMahan said. "Mother was the Empire's Pragtorian Guard. She
commanded Battle Fleet in the Emperor's name, but because she wasn't self-aware, she wasimmuneto
the ambition which tendsto infect humansin the same position. Her core programming isincredible, but



what it comes down to isthat Herdan the Great made her the conservator of empire when he accepted
thethrone.”

"Accepted!" Hatcher snorted.

"No, the Empire€'s historians were amighty fractious|ot, pretty damned immune to hagiography even
when it came to emperorswho were ill dlive. And asfar as| can determine from what they had to say,
that's exactly the right verb. He knew what a bitch the job was going to be and wanted no part of it"

"How many Terran emperors admitted they did?"

"Maybe not many, but Herdan wasin ahell of aspot Therewere six ‘officid’ Imperia governments, with
at least twice that many civil wars going on, and he happened to be the senior military officer of the
Imperium’ holding Birhat. That gave it adegree of legitimacy the others resented, so two of them got
together to smashit, but he wound up smashing them, instead |'ve studied his campaigns, and the man
was adiabolical srategist His crews knew it, too, and when they demanded that he be named dictator in
the old Republican Roman tradition to put an end to the wars, the Senate on Birhat went aong."

"So why didn't he step down later?!

"I think he was afraid to. He seemsto have been amighty libera fellow for histimes—if you don't believe
me, take alook at the citizens rights clauses he buried in that Great Charter of his—but held just finished
playing fireman to put out the Imperium'swars. Lake our Colin here, it was mostly his persona authority
holding things together. If helet go, it would all fly apart So he took the job when the Senate offered it to
him, then spent eighty years creating an absol utist government that could hold together without becoming

atyranny.

"Theway it works, the Emperor's absolute in military affairs—that's where the "Warlord" part of histides
comesin—and adightly limited monarchin civil matters. He isthe executive branch, complete with the
powers of appointment dismissa, and the purse, but there's also alegidative branch in the Assembly of
Nobles, and lessthan athird of itstitles are hereditary. The other seventy-odd percent arelife-titles, and
Herdan set it up so that only about twenty percent of al life-tides can be awarded by the Emperor. The
others are either awarded by the Assembly itself—to reward scientific achievement, outstanding military
sarvice, and thingslike that—or elected by popular vote. In asensg, it'sa unicamerd legidature with four
separate houses—imperia appointees, honor, appointees, eected, and hereditary nobles—buried init,
and it'salot more than asmple rubber stamp.

The Assembly confirms or rgects new emperors, and a sufficient mgjority can require a serving emperor
to abdicate—well, to submit to an Empire-wide referendum, a sort of VVote of confidence' by all
franchised citizens—and Mother will back them up. She makesthe find eva uation of any new emperors
sanity, and shewon't accept aruler who doesn't match certain intelligence criteria and enjoysthe
gpprova of amgjority of the Assembly of Nobles. Shelll smply refuse to take orders from an emperor
who's been given notice to quit, and when the military beginstaking its orders from his properly
appointed successor, he's up shit creek in aleaky canoe.”

"Doesn't sound like being Emperorsalot of fun,” Horns murmured.
"Herdan designed it that way, | think," MacMahan replied.
"My God" Hatcher said "Government & la Goldberg!”

"It ssemsthat way," MacMahan agreed with asmile, "but it worked for five thousand years, with only
half-a-dozen minor-league "wars (by Imperia standards), before they accidentally wiped themselves



"Well," Horus said, "if it worksthat well, maybe we can learn something from it after dl, Colin. And—"

He broke off as Jlitanith and Amanda stepped off the bal cony onto Dahak's pressers. Amandacarried a
littlegirl, Jltanith alittle boy, and both infants hair was raven’ swing black. Thelittle girl was adorable,
and thelittle boy looked cheerful and aert, but no one with Colin's nose and ears could ever be cdled
adorable—except, perhaps, by Jiltanith.

Horuss eyebrows amost disgppeared into hishairline.
"Surprise" Colin said, hissmile broad
"Y ou mean—!"

"Yep. Let meintroduceyou." He held out hisarms, and Jiltanith handed him the little boy. Thislittle
monster is Crown Prince Sean Horus Maclntyre, heir presumptive to the Throne of Man. And this—"
Jltanith smiled at her rather, her eyesbright, as Amanda handed him the baby girl "—ishisyounger twin
gder, PrincessIssHarriet Macintyre.”

Horustook thelittle girl inimmensdy gentle hands. She promptly fastened one smal fist in hiswhite hair
and tugged hard, and he winced.

"Bid thy grandchildren welcome, Father," Jltanith said softly, putting her arms around her father and
daughter to hug them both, but Horus's throat was too tight to speak, and tears did down his ancient
cheeks.

"... and the additiond food supplies from the farms aboard your ships have made the difference, Y our
Maesty," Chiang Chien-su said The plump genera beamed at the assembled officers and members of
the Planetary Council. There seemslittle doubt Earth has entered a'mini-ice age,' and flooding remains a
severe problem. Rationing will be required for sometime, but with Imperid technology for farming and
food distribution, Comrade Redhorse and | anticipate that starvation should not be afactor.”

Thank you, Generd," Colin said very, very sincerdly. ™Y ou and your people have done superbly. As
soon as| havetime, | intend to elevate you to our new Assembly of Noblesfor your work here.”

Chiang was a good Party member, and his expression was a study as he sat down. Colin turned to the
petite, smooth-faced Councilor on Horuss lft.

"Councilor Hsu, what'sthe state of our planet-side industry?'

"There has been considerable loss, Comrade Emperor,” Hsu Yin said. Obvioudy Chiang wasn't the only
onefedling her way into the new political setup. "Comrade Chernikov’ s decision to increase planetary
industry has borne fruit, however. Despite all damage, our industrid plant is operating at approximeately
fifty percent of pre-siege levels. With the assistance of your repair ships, we should make good our
remaining losseswithin five months.

There are, however, certain personnd problems, and not thistime—" her serious eyes swept her fellow
councilorswith just ahint of wry humor "—in Third World areas. Y our Western trade
unions—specificdly, your Teamsters Union—have awakened to the economic implications of Imperid
technology.”

"Oh, Lord!" Colin looked at Gustav van Gelder. "Gus? How bad isit?"



"It could be much worse, as Councilor Hsu knows quite well," the security councilor said, but he smiled
at her as he spoke. " So far, they are relying upon propaganda, passive resistance, and strikes. It should
not take them long to redlize other people are singularly unimpressed by their propagandaand that their
strikes merely inconvenience a society with Imperial technology.” He shrugged. "When they do, the
wisest among them will redlize they must adapt or go the way of the dinosaurs. | do not anticipate
organized violence, if mat iswhat you mean, but | have my eye on the Stuation.”

"Well, thank God for that," Colin muttered. "All right, | think that clears up the planetary Stuation. Are
there any other points we need to look at?' Heads shook. In that case, Dahak, suppose you bring us up
to date on Project Rosetta.”

"Of course, Sre."" Dahak was on his best officia behavior before the council, and Colin raised one hand
to hidehisamile.

"Progress has been more rapid than originally projected,” the computer said. There are, of course, many
differences between Achuultani—or, to be correct, Aku'Ultan—computers and our own, but the basic
processes are not complex. The large quantity of hard-copy data obtained from the wreckage a so will
be of great vaue in deciphering the output we have generated.

"l am not yet prepared to provide trandations or interpretations, but this project is continuing.' Colin
nodded Dahak meant the mgjority of his capability was devoted to it even as he spoke. 1 anticipate at
least partiad successwithin the next severd days."

"Good," Calin said, "We need that datato plan our next move."
"Acknowledged" Dahak said camly.
"What else do you havefor us?'

"Principally observationd data, Sire. Our technical teams and my own remotes have completed their
initial survey of the wreckage. | am now prepared to present abrief genera summary of our findings.
Shal | proceed?'

"Pleasedo."

The present data contain anomalies. Specifically, certain aspects of Aku'Ultan technology do not logicaly
correspond to others. For example, they appear to possess only avery rudimentary appreciation of
gravitonics and their ships do not employ gravitonic sublight drives, yet their sublight misslesemploy a
highly sophisticated gravitonic drivewhichiis, in fact, superior to that of the Imperium though inferior to
that of the Empire."

"Could they have picked that up from someone ese?' MacMahan asked.

"The possihility exists. Y et having done so, why have they not applied it to their starships? Their relatively
dow speed even in hyper space, isa severetactica handicap, and logicaly, they should recognize the
potentias of their own missile propulsion, yet they have not taken advantage of them.”

"Nor isthisthe only anomay. The computers aboard this starship are primitive in the extreme, but little
advanced over those of Earth, yet the components of which they are built are very nearly on apar with
my own, though far inferior to the Empire's energy-date systems. Again, their hyper technology is highly
sophisticated, yet thereisno sign of beamed hyper fields, nor even of warp warheads or grenades. This
isthemore surprising in view of their extremely primitive, energy-intensive beam weapons. Their rangeis
short, their effect limited, and their projectors both clumsy and massive, but little advanced from those of



pre-lmperium Terrd'
"Any explanation for these anomaies?' Colin asked after amoment.

"l have none, Sire. It would appear that the Aku’ Ultan have chosen, for reasons best known to
themselves, to build extremely inefficient warships by the tandards of their own evident technica
capabilities. Why awarrior race should do such athing surpasses my present understanding.”

"Y ours and mine both," Colin murmured, drumming on the conference table edge. Then he shook his
head.

Thank you, Dahak. Keep on thisfor us, please” | shdl, Srre”

Inthat case," Colin turned to Isis and Cohanna, "what can you tell us about how these beasties are put
together, ladies?"

Ill let Captain Cohannabegin, if | may," Isssaid. " She's supervised most of the autopsies.”
"All right Cohanna?'

"Wdl," Dahak's surgeon said, " Councilor Tudors seen more of our live specimen, but we've both learned
afair bit from the dead ones.

To summarize, the Achuultani are definitely warmblooded, despite their saurian appearance, though their
biochemistry incorporates an appaling level of metds by human standards. A fraction of it would kill any
of us, their bones are virtudly a crystdline dloy; their amino acids are incredible; and they use asort of
protein-analogue meta sat as an oxygen-carrier. | haven't even been ableto identify some of the
dementsinit yet, but it works. In fact, itsabit more efficient than hemoglobin, and it'salso what gives
their blood that bright orange color. Their chromosome Structureis fascinating, but I'll need severa
months before | can tell you much more than that about it

"Now," she drew adeep breeth, "none of that istoo terribly surprising, given that we're dealing with an
utterly dien species, but afew other points strike me as definitely weird

"Firgt, they have at least two sexes, but we've seen only males. It is, of course, possible that their culture
doesn't believe in exposing fema es to combat, but an incursion's personne spend decades of subjective
time on operations. It seems abit unlikely, to me, at any rate, that any race could be so immuneto the
biologica drivesasto remain cdibate for periods like that. In addition, unlesstheir psychology isentirely
beyond our understanding, | would think that being cut off from al procreation would produce the same
gpathy it producesin human societies.

"Second, there appears to be an gppalling lack of variation. I've yet to unravel their basic gene structure,
but we've been carrying out tissue studies on the cadavers recovered from the wreck. By the standards
of any species known to Terran or Imperia bioscience, they exhibit agtatistically improbable—
extremely improbable—homogeneity. Wereit not for the very careful labeling we've done, | would be
tempted to conclude that al of our tissue samples come from no more than afew scoreindividuds. |
have no explanation for how this might have come about

Third, and perhagps most puzzling, isthe relative primitivism of their gross physiognomy. To the best of
our knowledge, this same race has conducted offensive sweeps of our arm of the galaxy for over seventy
million years, yet they do not exhibit the attributes one might expect such along period of high-tech
civilization to produce. They'relarge, extremely strong, and well-suited to ardatively primitive
environment. One would expect a species which had enjoyed technology for so long to have decreased



ingze, a the very least, and, perhaps, to have lost much of itstolerance for extreme environmental
conditions. These creatures have done neither."

"Isthat redly relevant?' Amesbury asked. "Humanity hasn't exactly developed the attributes you
describe, elther hereor in Imperid history.”

"The cases aren't parald, Sir Frederick. The Terran branch of the race is but recently removed fromits
own primitive period, and adl of human history, from its beginnings on Mycos to the present, represents
only atiny fraction of thelife experience of the Achuultani. Further, the Achuultani's destruction of the
Third Imperium diminated al human-populated planets other than Birhat—a rather draconian reduction
inthe gene poal."

"Point taken," Amesbury said, and Cohannagestured to ISis.

"Jugt as Cohannahas noted anomaliesin Achuultani physiology,” the white-haired physician began, "I
have observed anomaliesin behaviord patterns. Obvioudy, our prisone—his nameis'Brash-se-dll,’ as
nearly aswe can pronounce it—isa prisoner and so cannot be considered truly representative of his
race. Hisbehavior, however, is, by any human standard, bizarre.

"He appearsresgned, yet not passive. In generd, his behavior isdocile, which could be assumed,
genuine, or merely aresponse to our own biotechnics. Certainly he's deduced that even our medical
technicians are severa times as strong as heis, though he may not redlize thisisdueto artificia
enhancement He is not, however, apathetic. HeE's dert, interested, and curious. We are unable to
communicate with him as yet, but he gppearsto be actively asssting our effortsin thisdirection. | submit
that for a soldier embarked upon agenocida campaign to exhibit neither resistance to, nor even, so
nearly aswe can determine, hogtility towards the species he recently attempted to annihilate isn’t exactly
typicd of ahuman response.”

"Um." Colin tugged on hisnose. "How are hisinjuries responding?’

"We can't use quick-heal or regeneration on such an unknown physiology, but he appearsto be
recovering nicely. His bones are knitting a bit faster than a human's would; tissue repairs seemto be
taking rather longer."

"All right,” Colin said, "What do we have? A technology with gaping holes, a pecieswhich seems
evolutionarily retarded, and a prisoner whose responses defy our logica expectations. Does anyone have
any suggestions which could account for dl thosethings?'

He looked around expectantly, but the only response was silence.

"Well," he sghed after amoment, let's adjourn for now. Unless something bresksin the meantime, well
convene again Wednesday at fourteen hundred hours. Will that be convenient for dl of you?"

Heads nodded, and he rose.

"I'll seeyou al then," he said. He wanted to get home to Dahak, anyway. The twinswere tegthing, and
Tanni wasn't exactly the most placid mommy in human history.

Chapter Nineteen

Brashied, who had been a Servant of Thunders, curled in his new nest place and pondered. It had never
occurred to him—nor to anyone else, so far as he knew—to consider the possibility of capture.
Protectors did not capture nest-killers; they dew them. So, he had aways assumed, did nest-killers deal
with Protectors, yet these had not.



He had attempted to fight to the death, but he had failed, and, strangely, he no longer wished to die. No
one had ever told him be must; had they smply (ailed, as he, to consider that he might not? Y et hefdt a
vague suspicion atrue thinker in honor would have ended daying yet another net-killer.

Only Brashied wished to live. He needed to consider the new things happening to and about him. These
strange bipeds had destroyed Lord Chirdan's force with scarcely five twelves of ships. Admittedly, they
were huge, yet it had taken but five twelves, when Lord Chirdan had been within day-twel fths of
destroying thisworld. That was power. Such nest-killers could purge the galaxy of the Aku’ Ultan, and
the thought filled him with terror.

But why had they waited so long? He had seen thisworld’ s nest-killers now, and they were the same
species as those who crewed those stupendous ships. Whether they were aso the nest-killers who had
built those sensor arrays he did not know. It seemed likely yet if it were so, those arrays must have told
them long ago that the Gresat Visit was upon them, so why conced their cgpability until thisworld had
suffered such losses? And why had they not killed him? Because they sought information from him? That
was possible, though it would not have occurred to a Protector. Which might, Brashied admitted
grudgingly; be yet another way in which his captors out-classed the Nest. But stranger even than that,
they did not mistreat him. They wereimpossibly strong for such small beings. He had thought it was but
the nest-killers powered armor which had made him afledgling in hishands... until he saw adight,
dender onewith long hair lift one of their elevated deeping pads and carry it away to clear hisnest place.
That was sobering proof of what they might have done to him had they chosen to.

Instead, they had tended hiswounds, fed him food from Vindicator's wreck, provided air which was
pleasant to breathe, not thin like their own—all that, when they should have struck him down. Was he not
anest-killer to their Protectors? Had he and his nestmates not come within asegment of destroying their
very world? Were they so stupid they did not redlize that they were—must be, forever—enemiesto the
desth?

Or wasit smply that they did not fear him? Beside those monster ships, the grestest ships of the Nest
were fledglings with toy bows of mowap wood. Were they so powerful, so confident, that they did not
fear the nest?

That was the most terrifying thought of al, one which reeked of treason to the Nest, for there was—must
aways be—thefear, the Great Fear which only courage and the Way could quench. Y et if that was not
so for these nest-killers, if they did not fear on sight, then wasit possible they might not be nest-killers?

Brashied curled in hisnew nest place, eyes closed, and whimpered in his deep, wondering in his dreams
which wastruly the greater nightmare: to fear the nest-killers, or to fear that they did not fear him.

Colin and Jhanith rose to welcome Earth's senior officers and their new starship captains. There were but
fourteen captains. If they took every trained, bio-enhanced man and woman Earth's defenses could
gpare, they could have provided minimal crews for saventeen of the Imperid Guard'swarships; they had
chosen to crew only fifteen, fourteen Asgerds and one Vespa.

The Empire had gone in for more speciadized designs than the Imperium, and the Asgerds were closestin
concept to Dahak, well-rounded and equipped to fight at all ranges, while the Trosans were optimized
for close combat with heavy beam armaments and the Vespas were optimized for planetary assaults. But
the reason for manning only fifteen warships was smple; the other personnel would crew the three
Enchanach-class transports, each vast as Dahak himsdlf, for Operation Dunkirk.

In hyper, the round-trip to Biawould take barely six months, and each stupendous ship could squeezein
upward often million people. With luck, they had timeto return for asecond load even if the Imperid



Guard failed to hat the Achuultani, which meant they could evacuate over sixty million humansto the
amost impregnable defenses of the old Imperia capitd and the housing Mothers remotes were aready
building to receive them. Genera Chiang was sdlecting those refugees now; they were Colin'sinsurance

policy.

The Achuultani's best speed, even in hyper, seemed to be just under fifty timeslight-speed At absolute
minimum, they would take seventeen yearsto reach Bia. Seventeen yearsin which Mother and TSen
Tao-ling could activate defensive systems, collect and build additiona warships, and man them. If the
Achuultani ever reached Bia, they would not enjoy the visit.

Colin looked down the table at linen. The marshd was asimpassive as ever, but Colin had seen the hurt
in hiseyeswhen helost the coin tossto Hatcher. Y et, in away, Colin was pleased it was Tsen who was
going. He hadn't learned to know the huge man well, but he liked what he knew. Tsien was aman of
iron, and Calin trusted him with hislife. With far more than hislife, for his children would be returning to
Birhat.

Without Tanni. She was the commander of Dahak Two, the reserve flagship, and that was asfor from
Colin as she was going. Because she loved him, yes, but a so because he would be going to meet the
Achuultani, and the killer in her could not resst that baitle.

Had their roles been reversed, Colin thought he might have made himsalf go out of a sense of duty, but
Tanni couldn't. He might nave tried ordering her to... if he hadn't understood and loved her.

The last officer—Senior Fleet Captain Lady Adrienne Robbins, Baroness Nerga, Companion of the
Golden Nova and CO of the planetoid Emperor Herdan—found her place, and Colin glanced around
the conference room, satisfied that this was the best Earth could boast, committed to her find defense.
Then he stood and rapped gentry on the table, and the quiet side conversations ended.

"L adies and gentlemen, Dahak has broken into the Achuultani data base. Wefindly know what were up
againg, and it isn't good Infact, it may be bad enough to make Operation Dunkirk a necessity, not just
aninsurance policy.”

Horus watched Colin as he spoke. His son-in-law looked grim, but far from defeated. He remembered
the Colin Maclntyre hedd first met, ahomely, sandy-haired young man who'd strayed into an unthinkably
ancient war, determined to do what he must, yet terrified that he was unequd to his task.

That homey young man was gone. By whatever chain of luck or destiny history moved, he had met his
moment. Preposterous asit seemed, he had become in truth what accident had made him: Colin |,
Emperor and Warlord of Humanity—mankind's champion in thisdark hour. If they survived, Horus
mused, Herdan the Great would have aworthy rival asthe greatest emperor in human history.

"—not going to count oursalves out yet, though,” Colin was saying, and Horus shook himself back into
the moment "Weve got better intelligence than anyone's ever had on anincursion, and | intend to useit.
Beforel tell you what | hope to accomplish, however, it'sonly fair that you know what we're redly up

againg Tanni?' He nodded to hiswife and sat as she stood.

"My lordsand ladies,” she said quietly, we face afoe greater than any who have come before us. Twould
seem the Achuultani do cal thisarm of our galaxy common'the Demon Sector” for that they have suffered
sointher voyages hither. So have they mustered up a strength full double any €er dispatched in times
gone by, and this force we face with scarce four score ships.

"Our Dahak hath beagled out their numbers. Asthou dost know, Achuultani calculations rest upon the
base-twelve system, and'tis a great twelve cubed—near to three million, as we would say—of warships



which come upon us."

There was a sound. Not agasp, but a deep-drawn breath. Most of the faces around the table tightened,
but no one spoke.

"Y et that telleth but apart,” Jltanith went on evenly. The scouts which did war ‘pon Terrathese months
past were but light units. Those which come behind are vaster far, the least near twice the size of those
which have been vanquished here. We scarce could smite them al did our every missile speed
sraightway to its mark, and so, in sober fact we durst not meet them all in open battle.”

Officers exchanged stunned glances, and Colin didn’t blame them. His own first reaction would have
done his reputation for coolness no good at dl.

"Yet | counsel not despair!™ Jitanith's clear voice cut through the dmost-fair. "Nay, good my lords and
ladies, our Warlord hath aplan most shrewd which still may tumble them to dust. Y et now will | ask our
Genera MacMahan to speak that thou mayst know thine enemies.”

She sat, and Horus applauded silently. Colin’s human officers spoke, not Dahak. Everyone here knew
how much they relied upon Dahak, yet he could see them drawing asubtle strength from hearing their
own kind brief them. It wasn't that they distrusted Dahak—how could they, when their very surviva to
this point resulted only from the ancient starship's fidelity>—but they needed to hear a human voice
expressng confidence. A human who was merely mortd, like themsalves, and so could understand what
he or she asked of them.

"Ladies and gentlemen,” Hector MacMahan said, "Fleet Captain Ninhursag and | have spent severd
days examining the data with Dahak. Ninhursag' s also spent time with our prisoner and, with Dahaks
offices astrandator, she's been able to communicate with him after afashion. Oddly enough, from our
perspective, though he hasn't volunteered data, he's made no attempt to lie or midead us.

"Wevelearned agreat ded asaresult, and though there are till huge holesin our knowledge, I'll attempt
to summarize our findings. Please bear with meif | seem to wander abit afidd. | assureyou, it's

pertinent.

"The Achuultani, or the People of the Nest of Aku’ Ultan, are—exclusively, so far aswe can
determine—awarrior race. Judging from some of Brashied’ s counter-questions, they know absolutely
nothing about any other sentient race. They've spent millions of years hunting them down and destroying
them, yet they've learned nothing—literdly nothing—about any of them. Itsamost asif they fear
communicating might somehow corrupt their grest purpose. And that purposeis neither lessnor more
than the defense of the Nest of Aku’ Ultan.”

A few eyebrowsrose, and Hector shook his head found it hard to believe at first mysdlf, but that's
precisaly how they seeit, because at some point in their past they encountered another race, one their
records cal'the Great Nest-Killers. How they met, why war broke out, what weapons were used, even
where the war was fought, we do not know. What we do know isthat there were once many 'nests.’
These might be thought of as clans or tribes, but they consisted of millions and even billions of Achuultani
Of dl those negts, only the Aku'Ultan survived, and only because they fled. From what we've learned,
we'reinclined to believe they fled to an entirely different gaaxy—our own—to find safety.

"After their flight, the Achuultani organized to defend themsdalves againgt pursuit, just asthe Imperium
organized to fight the Achuultani themsdalves. And just as the Imperium sent out probes searching for the
Achuultani, the Achuultani searched for the Great Nest-Killers. Like our ancestors, they never found their
enemy. Unlike our ancestors, they did find other sentient life-forms. And because they regarded dl other
life-forms asthreatsto their very existence, they destroyed them."”



He paused, and there was a deep silence.

"That'swhat were up against arace which offers no quarter because it knows it will receive none. |
don't say it'sagtuation which can never be changed, but clearly it's one we cannot hope will changein
timeto saveus.

"On another leve, there are things about the Aku’ Ultan we don't pretend to understand

"Firgt, there are no femae Achuultani.” Severa peoplelooked at him in open dishdlief, and he shrugged
"It sounds bizarre, but so far aswe can tell, there isn't even afeminine gender in their language, whichis
al themore baffling in light of the fact that our prisoner isafully functional male. Not ahermaphrodite,

but a male. Heet Captain Cohanna suggests this may indicate they reproduce by artificia means, which
might explain why we see so little variation among them and perhaps, their apparent lack of evolutionary
change. It does not explain why any race, especidly one as driven to survive asthis one, should make
the extraordinary decision to abandon al possibility of natural procrestion. We asked Brashied about this
and got atotaly baffled response. He smply didn't understand the question. It hadn't even occurred to
him that we have two sexes, and he hasno ideaat al what that meansto our psychology or our
cavilization.

"Second, the Nest is an extremely rigid, caste-oriented society dominated by the High Lords of the Nest
and headed by the Nest Lord, the highest of the high, absolute ruler of al Achuultani. Exactly how High
Lords and Nest Lords are chosen was none of Brashied's business. As nearly aswe can tdll, he was
never even curious. It was smply the way things were.

"Third, the Aku’ Ultan inhabit relatively few worlds, most of them are aways away aboard the fleets of
their 'Great Vidts,' sweeping the gdaxy for 'nest-killers and destroying them. Thefew planetsthey inhabit
seem to be much farther away than the Imperium ever suspected, which is probably why they were never
found, and the Achuultani appear to be migratory, abandoning star systems as they deplete them to
congtruct their warships. We don't know exactly where they are; that information wasn't in Vindicator's
computersor, if it was, was destroyed before we took them. From what we've been able to determine,
however, they appear to be moving to the galactic east This would mean they're constantly moving away
from us, which may aso help to explain theirregular frequency of their incursionsin our direction.

"Fourth, the Nest's socid and military actions follow patternswhich, asfar aswe can tell, have never
dtered in their racia memory. Frankly, thisis the most hopeful point weve discovered. We now know
how their 'Great Vists work and how to derail the process for quite sometime.”

"We do?' Gerdd Hatcher scratched his nose thoughtfully. "And just how do we do that, Hector?"

"We gop thisincurgon," MacMahan said smply. There was amutter of uneasy laughter, and he smiled
very dightly. "No, | meanit.

The Achuultani possess no means of interstellar FTL communication other than by ship. How they
could've been around thislong and not developed one is beyond me, but they haven't, which means that
oncea'Great Vist islaunched, they don't expect to hear anything from it until it gets back.”

That's good news, anyway," Hatcher agreed.

"Yes, itis Especidly in light of some of their other limitations. Their best n-space speed istwenty-eight
percent of light-speed, and they use only the lower, dower hyper bands—again, we don't understand

why, but let's be grateful—which limits their best supralight speed to forty-eight lights; seven percent of
what Dahak can turn out, six percent of what the Guard can turn out under Enchanach Drive, and two
percent of what it can turn out in hyper. That meansthey take a long time to complete an incurson. Of



course, unlike Enchanach Drive, thereés atime dilation effect in hyper, and the lower your band, the
greater the dilation, which meanstheir voyages take alot lesstime subjectively, but Brashied's ship had
aready come something like fourteen thousand light-yearsto reach Sol. So if the incursion sent acourier
home tomorrow, held take just under three centuriesto get there. Which means, ladies and gentlemen,
that if we stop them, we've got almost six hundred years before anew 'Gresat Visit' can get back here.
And that we know where to go looking for them in the meantime.”

A soft growl came from the assembled officers asthey visudized what they could do with five or Six
centuriesto work with.

I'm glad to hear that, Hector," Hatcher said carefully, "but it leaves uswith the little matter of three million
or o shipscoming at usright now."

True," Colin said, waving MacMahan back down. "But weve learned alittle—lessthan wed like, but a
little—about their strategic doctrine.

"Firgt, we have abit more time than we'd thought the incursion is divided into three mgor groups. two
main formations and ahost of sub-formations of scouts which do most of thelolling. The larger
formations are mainly to back up the scout forces, each of which operates on a different axis of advance.
Asdde from the one which adready hit us, they're unlikely to hit anything but dead planets asfar aswe're
concerned, and a half-dozen crewed Asgerds could deal with any of them. If we can stop themain
incursgon, well have plenty of timeto hunt them down and pick them off.

Thered bad newsiscoming a usin two parts. The firs—what | think of asthe Vanguard—is about
one and aquarter million ships, advancing fairly dowly from rendezvousto rendezvousin n-spaceto
permit scouts to send back couriersto report. We may assume one's already been dispatched from Sal,
but it can't passits message until the vanguard drops out of hyper a the rendezvous, thirty-six Achuultani
light-years from Sol. Given the differencein length between our years and theirs, that’ s about
forty-six-point-eight of our light-years. The vanguard wont reach their rendezvous for another three
months; we can be there in about three and a half weekswith Dahak, and ahdll of alot lessthan that for
the Guard in hyper.

"And take on amillion shipswhen you get there?' Hatcher said.

Tough odds, but I've got amousetrap planned that should take them out. Unfortunatdly, it'll only work
once.

That’ s our problem. Evenif we zap the vanguard, that till leaveswhat | think of asthe'main body:
amost as numerous and with some redlly big mothers, under their supreme commander, aGresat Lord
Tharno.

"Now, the vanguard and main body actually keep changing relative position—they legpfrog’ asthey
advance—and their rendezvous are much more tightly spaced than the scouts are. Again, thisisto alow
for communication; the scouts can't pass messages laterally, and they only send one back to the closest
main fleet rendezvousif they hit trouble, but the leading main formation sends couriers back to thetrailing
formation at each stop.

If therésredly bad news, thelead force calsthetrailer forward to link up, but only after investigating to
be surethey need help, sinceit plays hell with their schedules. In any case, however, & least one courier
isaways sent back and theré'saminimum interva of about five months before the trailer can come up.
Withmeso far?'

Therewere nods, and he smiled grimly.



"All right, that's our mgjor strategic advantage: their coordination stinks. Because they use hyper drives,
their ships haveto stay in hyper oncethey go into it until they reach their destination. And because their
maximum fold-space com range is barely alight-year, the rear components of their fleet dwaysjumpto
the origin point of the last message from the lead formation. Even in emergencies, thefollow-on echelon
has to jump to amost exactly the same point, assuming they mean to coordinate with the leaders,
because with their miserable communicationsthey can't find each other if they don't.”

"Which means" Marshd Tsen sad thoughtfully, "that your own ships may be able to ambush their
formations asthey emerge from hyper.”

"Exactly, Marshal. What we hope to do is mousetrap the vanguard and wipeit out; | think welll get away
with that, but we don't know where the rendezvous point before thisoneis. That meanswe can't Sop
the vanguard's couriers from telling Lord Tharno about our trap, meaning that the main body will be
aerted and ready when it comes out.

"So we probably ill have to fight the main body. That pits seventy-eight of us against one-point-two
million of them: about fifteen thousand to one."

Someone swalowed audibly, and Colin smiled mat grim smile again.

"| think we can take them. We may lose alot of ships, but we ought to be ableto swing it if they pop into
n-space where we expect them.”

A long silence dragged out Marshd Tsen brokeit at length.
"Forgive me, but | do not see how you can do it"

Tin not certain we can, Marshd," Colin said frankly. "1 am certain that we have a chance, and that we
can destroy at least half and more probably two-thirds of their force. If that's dl we accomplish, we may
not save Earth, but we will save Birhat and the refugees headed there. That, Marsha Tsen"—he met the
huge man's eyes—"iswhy I'm s0 relieved to know we're sending one of our best people to take over
Bias defenses”

"I am honored by your confidence, Your Mgesty, yet | fear you have set yoursalf an impossible task.
Y ou have only fifteen partialy-manned warships—sixteen, counting Dahak."

"But Dahak isour acein the hole. Unlike the rest of us, he can fight dl of our unmanned shipswith full
efficiency aslong as he'sin fold-space range of them.”

"And if something happensto him, Y our Mgesty?' TSen asked quietly.

Then, Marshd Tden,” Colin said just as quietly, 1 hopeto hell you have Biain shape by thetimethe
incursion getsthere.”

Chapter Twenty
"Hyper wake coining in from Sol, maam."”

Adrienne Robbins, Lady Nergd (and it till felt weird to be anoble of an empire which had died
forty-five thousand years ago), nodded and watched Herdan's holographic projection. The F5 star
Terran astronomers knew as Zeta Trianguli Austrahs was adiamond chip five light-years astern, and the
blood-red hyper trace indicator flashed amost on alinewithit.

Adriennes stupendous command floated with three other starships, yet alone and lonely. The four of them



were deployed to cover dmost a cubic light-year of space, and Tamman's Royal Birhat was aready
moving to intercept. Well, that was dl right; she'd killed enough Achuultani at the Siege of Earth.

"Captain, weve got avery faint wake coming in from the eadt, too," her plotting officer said, and Lady
Adrienne frowned. That had to be the Achuultani vanguard, and it was way ahead of schedule.

"Emergencetimes?’

"Bogey One will emergeinto n-gpace in gpproximately seven hours twelve minutes, maam; make it
oh-two-twenty zulu," Fleet Commander Oliver Weingtein said. "Bogey Two'sarea monster to show up
at thisrange at al. We've got agood hundred hours before they emerge, maybe as much asfive days. I'll
be ableto refine that in a couple of hours."

"Dothat, Ollie," she said, relaxing again. The vanguard wasn't as far ahead of schedule as she'd feared,
just abigger, more visble target than anticipated.

Adrienne sighed. It had been easier to command Nergal . The battleships computers had been no smarter
than Harden’s, but they'd had nowhere near as much to do. If she'd needed to, she could be anywhere
in the net through her neura feed, but Herdan was just too damned big. Even with six thousand crewmen
aboard, lessthan five percent of her duty stations were manned. They could get by—barely—uwith that
kind of stretch, but it was abitch and ahalf. If only this ship were haf as smart—hell, even atenth as
smart'—as Dahak. But they had only one Dahak, and he couldn’t be committed to thisjob.

"Herdan," shesaid doud.

"Y es, Captain?' asoft soprano replied, and Adriennes mouth curled in areflexive smile. It wassilly for a
ship named for the Empire's greatest emperor to sound like ateenaged girl, but apparently thefashionin
the late Empire had been to give computers femal e voices, and hang the gender.

"Assume Bogey Two has scannersfifty percent more efficient than those of the scouts which attacked
Earth and will emerge into n-gpace twelve hours from now. Compute probability Bogey Two will be able
to detect detonation of Mark-Seventy graviton warheads at spatial and temporal loci of Bogey One's
projected emergence into n-space.”

"Computing." There was abrief pause. "Probability approaches zero."

"How dowdy?

"Probability is onetimesten to the minus thirty-second,” Herdan responded. "Plus or minustwo percent”
"Wadll, that’ s pretty closeto zero at that, | guess," Adrienne murmured

"Comment not understood”

Ignore last comment,” Adrienne replied suppressing asigh. It wasn't Mercian's fault shewas anidiot, but
after talking to Dahak—

"Acknowledged," Herdan said and Lady Adrienne pressed her lipsfirmly together.
"Scout emergence into n-gpace in fourteen minutes, sir.”

Thank you, Janet," Senior Fleet Captain Tamman said wishing he could share histension with Amanda,
and wasn't that asilly thought when held taken such painsto insure that he couldn't? Well, he admitted
"pains' wasthe wrong word but he'd only gotten away with it because he'dd found out about Colin's



compulsory personnel orders assigning al pregnant Feet personnd to the Operation Dunkirk crewsa
good month before Amanda had.

He thought she would forgive him someday, but hed dmost lost her oncein LaPaz, and then arifledug
went right through her visor aboard Vindicator . It was only the Maker's own grace it hadn't shattered
and sheld used up most of her helmet sealant and al of her luck. He was taking no chancesthistime.

"Emergencein five minutes," Janet Santino said politely, and Tamman shook his head Woolgathering, by
the Maker!

"Cometo Red One," he said and his command staff settled into even more intimate communion with their
consoles. His own eyes focused dreamily on the red circle ddlineating their target's locus of emergence,
barely twenty light-seconds from their present position, while his brain concentrated on his neurd feed
"seaing" directly through Birhat's superb scanners.

That courier had done abang-up job of timing itsjump, given the crudity of its computers, to hit this close
to an exact rendezvous with the vanguard.

"Emergencein one minute,” Santini said "AlphaBattery,” Tamman said gentry, "you are authorized to fire
the moment you have afirm track.”

"Emergencein thirty seconds. Fifteen. Ten. Five. Now! Thered circle suddenly held atiny red dot. There
was abrief, eternad heartbesat of tenson, and then the missilesfired. They were sublight in order to home,
but only barely so. They flashed across the display, and the dot vanished without fuss or bother, twenty
kilometers of starship ripped apart by gravitonic warheadsit had probably never even seen coming.

Targdt," Birhat's velvety contralto purred, "destroyed! Thank you, darling,” someone murmured "l hope
it was good for you, too."

"Well, that'sthefirg hurdle" Colin said as he digested Tamman's brief hypercom transmission.
"Asthou says," Jiltanith agreed.

Colin nodded and looked around admiring Dahak Two's spacious command deck and awesome
instrumentation, and knew he would tradeit al in aheartbeat for Dahak's outmoded bridge. Not that
Two wasn't afantadtic fighting machine; shejust wasn't Dahak. But Dahak couldn't fly thismission, and
Coalin refused to send his peopleto fight without him. Assuming anyone survived the next few months,
that might be something he'd have to get used to. For now, it wasn't.

At the moment, Two was tearing through space at better than eight hundred times light-speed Herdan
was closest to the vanguard's projected emergence, and the ships which had spread out to cover the
couriers probable emergence points hurried toward her. They could have made thetrip in afraction of
thetimein hyper, but then the vanguard might have seen them coming.

It wasdl right, he told himsdf again. Those Achuultani clunkerswere so dow al twelve of the shipshed
committed to the operation would be in position long before they emerged.

"Approaching suprdight shutdown, Captain," afemde voice said.

"My thanks, Two," Jiltanith replied, and that was another strange thing. Colin might be an emperor and a
warlord; he was aso apassenger. Two could not be in better hands, but it felt odd to be riding someone
elsg's command after dl thistime, even Tanni's.

Heturned his attention to the display, and the bright green dots of his other ships blinked as Two went



sublight and the stars suddenly dowed There came Tor, the last of them, closing up nicely. Good.
"All unitsin pogtion, Sire" Jitanith said formaly. "Stedth fidds active.”
Thank you, Captain," Colin said with equd formdity. "Now wewait."

Great Lord of Order Sorkar hated rendezvous stops, especidly in the Demon Sector. Battle Comp
assured him there was no real danger, and Nest Lord knew Battle Comp was aways right, but there
were too many horror stories about this sector. Sorkar was not supposed to know them—great lords
were above the gossip of lower nestlings—but unlike most of hisfellows, Sorkar had won hislordship
the hard way, and he had not forgotten his origins as thoroughly as, perhaps, he ought to have.

Stll, this visit had been aimost boring, despite those odd reports of long-abandoned sensor arrays.
Sorkar had longed for alittle action more than once, for the urge to hunt was strong within any great lord
but Protectors were a commodity to be preserved for the service of the Nest, and he wastoo shrewd a
commander to regret the tedium. Mostly.

He split his attention between his pand and the chronometers asthey clicked over the last segment, and a
corner of hisbrain double-checked the override between Battle Comp and his own panel. Battle Comp
seldom took a hand directly, but it was comforting to know it could.

There! Emergence.

He watched his instruments approvingly. It was impaossible to coordinate the trand ation between hyper
space and n-space perfectly for so many units, but the time spread |ooked more than merely satisfactory,
and the spacing was exemplary. His Protectors had learned their dutieswell over the—

"Alarm! Alarm) Incoming fire! Incoming fire!" avoice yelped, and Greet Lord Sorkar jerked haf-upright
They were light-years from the nearest sar—who could be firing on them here?

But someone was, and he watched in horror as missiles of the greater thunder and something else,
something beyond belief, shredded his proud starships like blazing tinder.

Nest-killersl The Demon Nest-Killers of the Demon Sector! But how? He'd studied al the previous
great vigtsto this sector. Never—never |—had nest-killers struck until one or more of their worlds had
been cleansed! Had those mysterious sensor arrays aerted them after all”? But even if they had, how
could they have known to find the rendezvous? It wasimpossible!

Y et the missiles continued to bore in, sublight and hyper dike, and his scanners could not even seethe
attackers! What wizardry—?

A raucous buzzer cut through histhoughts, and his eyes flashed to Battle Comp's pandl. Data codes
danced as the mighty computers took over his Beet, and Great Lord Sorkar was a passenger as his ships
deployed. They spread gpart, thinning the nest-killers target even asthey groped blindly to find thelr
enemy. It wasagood plan, he thought, but it was costing them. Tarhish, how it was cogting them! Buit if
there truly was a nest-killer force out there, if thiswas not, indeed, the night-demons of frightened legend,
then they would find them. Terrible as hislosses were, they were as nothing againgt hisentire force, and
when Battle Comp found atar—

A target source appeared on his pand. Another blinked into sight, and another, as his nestlings spent their
livesmerdly to find them, and Nest Lord, they were close! Some sort of cloaking technology. the thought
wasaniciclein hisbran, for it wasfar better than anything the Nest had, but he had targets at last He
moved to order his nestlings to open fire, but Battle Comp had acted first He heard his own voice, cadm



and dispassionate, dready passing the command.
"Bum, baby! Burn!" someone whooped.

"Silence! Clear the net!" Adrienne Robbins cracked and the exultant voice vanished Not that she could
blame whoever it had been, for their opening salvos had been twice as effective as projected
Unfortunately, that was because they were three times as close as planned The hyper drives aboard
these larger shipswere dightly different from those the scouts had mounted and their cal culations had
been off. By only atiny amount, perhaps, but minute computational errors had major consequences on
thisscae.

They were going to burn through the stedlth field ahell of alot quicker than anyone had expected She
knew she had more experience againg the Achuultani than anyone else, and perhaps her earlier losses
hed affected her nerve, but, damn it, those buggers were ingde their own sublight and hyper missile
range! Herdan's defenses were incomparably better than Nergals, and her shield covered twenty times
the hyper bands, but her sheer size meant it extended even further from the hull than Nergal’ s had and
there were going to be a lot of missiles headed her way very soon.

"Stand by missile defense; stand by ECM!™ she snapped and then, dear Jesus, here it came.

Gresat Lord Sorkar spit anincredulous curse. A twelve of them! A single twelve had dready daina
greater twelve and more of his ships, and their defenses were asincredible astheir firepower. Targeting
screens blossomed with false images, sucking his sublight wegpons off target Jammers hashed the scan
channels. Titanic shidds shrugged the greater thunder contemptuoudy aside. And till his ships died and
died and died...

Y et nothing could stop the twelves of twelves of twelves of missles his shipswere hurling, and he bared
histeeth asthefirst hyper missle dashed through anest-killer shield There! That should show them
thet—

He blinked, and his blood wasice. What sort of monster could absorb adirect hit from the greater
thunder and not even notice it?

Alarms screamed as a ten thousand-megaton warhead exploded amost on top of Royal Birhat. The
huge ship quivered as the furious plasma cloud carved an incandescent chasm twenty kilometersinto her
armored hull. Air exploded from the dreadful wound, blast doors dammed... and Birhat went right on
fighting.

"Moderate damage to Quadrant Theta-Two," the sexy contralto said camly. Tour fataities. Point
zero-four-two percent combat impairment.”

Colin winced astheflashing yellow band of combat damage encircled Birhat. Hed lost track of thekills
they'd scored, but held fucked up. They were too frigging close!

"All ships, open therange," he snapped, and the Imperid Guard darted suddenly astern a sixty-five
percent of light-speed.

Tarhish, they werefast! Sorkar had never seen anything but amissile move that quickly in n-space. They
fell back out of range of his sublight wegpons, retreating toward the edge of his hyper missile envelope,
but their own weapons seemed totally unaffected, and he had never seen such accurate targeting. Indeed,
he had never seen anyone do anything these nest-killers were doing to him, but that did not make them
night-demons. It only meant his Protectors faced a test worse than he had ever imagined, and they were
Protectors.



And, he thought under the surface of his battle orders, perhapsit was not as bad as it might have been.
These nest-killers had known where to meet his ships, and not even those arrays could have told them
that, so they must have dready destroyed one scout force—probably Furtag's, given the timing—and
followed its couriers hither. Y et if they could muster but asingle twelve of ships, however powerful,
againg him, then the ships under his command were more than enough to feed them to the Furnace. Even
at this extreme range, he had an inca culable advantage in launchers. Not so good astheirs, perhaps, but
more than enough to make up any disadvantage.

"Calin, they pressus sore," Jltanith said, and Colin nodded sharply. The plan had been to empty their
magazines into the Achuultani, but the shit was too deep for that Birhat had taken only one hit, but Two
had taken three and Tor had taken five. Five of those monster warheads!

These ships were tough beyond belief, but any toughness had itslimits. He winced as yet another massive
salvo exploded againg Two's shield and the big ship plowed through the plasmalike adrunken
windjammer. It was only ameatter of time until—

Tor reportsshidd fallure,” Two's Comp Cent announced " Attempting to withdraw into hyper." Colin's
eyesdarted to Tor's cursor, and the flashing yellow circle was banded in crimson. Hestared at it in
horror, willing the ship's hyperdrive to take her out of it, as missle after missile went home—

"Withdrawa unsuccessful,” Two said emotionlesdy, and Colin's face went bone-white as Tor's dot
vanished forever.

"Execute Bug Out," he grated
"Acknowledged" Jltanith sad coally.
The net-killers vanished

Sorkar stared in disbdlief at the reports of his hyper scanners. Almost a greater twelve times light-speed?
How wasit possible?

But what mattered was that it was possible. And that his scanner crews had noted the charging hyper
fieldsin timeto get good readings on them. He knew where they would emerge—at that bright star less
than a quarter-twelve of light-years ahead of hisfleet.

It could not be their homeworld not so coincidentally close to the rendezvous, but whatever it was,
Sorkar knew what to do if they were stupid enough to tie themselvesto its defense, too deep inits
gravity well to escape into hyper. He could wade into their fire, take hislosses, and crush them by sheer
numbers, for he had aready proven they could be destroyed.

Hedid not like to think how many hitsit had taken to kill that sngle nest-killer, but they had killed it And
his own losses were scarcely three greater twelves, grievous but hardly fatal.

He plugged into Battle Comp, but he aready knew what his orders would be.

Colin hoped his expression hid the depth of his shock as his ships darted away. Hed known they would
take losses, but he hadn’t expected to start taking them so soon, and they'd destroyed lessthan a
half-percent of the enemy. He'd counted on more than that, and no losses of hisown, damniit!

But he couldn't have brought more ships without Dahak to run them, and Dahak had no hyper drive.
That was the crunch point, because the Achuultani had to know where he and his ships had run to.

And because of that, Senior Heet Captain Roscoe Gillicuddy and his crew had died, and Colin had lost



Sx percent of hisautonomous warship strength. He didn't know which hurt more, and that made him fed!
ashamed.

But the mousetrap had been baited. They'd lost more heavily than alowed for, yet they'd done what they
st out to do. Hetold himsdlf that, but it wasn't enough to hold the demons of guilt and the fear of

inadequacy at bay.

A warm, dender hand squeezed histightly, and he squeezed back gratefully. Military protocol might
frown on awarlord holding hands with his flagship captain, but he needed that touch of beloved flesh just
NOW.

Chapter Twenty-One

Thirty-six days after the brief, savage battle, Dahak kept station on Zeta Trianguli Augtrdis-| and Calin
stood in Command One, contemplating the planet his crews had dubbed The Cinder.

He and Jltanith had tried to name The Cinder something else (Tanni had favored "Cheese"), but perhaps
the crews wereright, Colin thought sourly. With amean orbitd radius of five-point-eight-nine
light-minutes, The Cinder was about as close to Zeta Trianguli Australisas Venuswasto Sol, and Colin
had aways thought Venus, with a surface hotter than molten lead, was close enough to Hell.

The Cinder wasworse, for Zeta Trianguli was brighter than Sol—much brighter. But The Cinder had
been chosen very carefully. There were other worldsin the system, including arather nice, if coal, third
planet fifteen light-minutes further out Zeta Trianguli wasold for itsclass, and 111 had even developed a
local florathat was vaguely carboniferous, but Colin wasjust as happy it had only the most primitive of
animd life

Hefolded his hands behind him, watching the display, glancing ever and again at the scarlet hyper trace
blinking steadily just ingde the forty-light-minute orbital shell of ZetaTrianguli-1V.

Fleet Commodore the Empress Jiltanith sat on her command deck and touched the gemmed dagger at
her belt. She'd owned that weapon since the Wars of the Roses, and itsfamiliar hilt had soothed her
often over the years, but it helped little today. She knew it made excellent sensefor her to be where she
was, and that, too, wasllittle help.

She wanted to rise and pace, but it would do no good to display her fear, and there were still many hours
to go. Indeed, she ought to be in her quarters—her londly, empty quarters—resting, but here she could at
least see Dahak's light code and know how Colin fared.

An even dozen Trosan-class planetoids with their heavy energy batteriesfloated in the inner system with
Dahak, and two Vespa-class assault planetoids orbited The Cinder, tending the heavy armored units
doing absolutely nothing worthwhile onitsfiery surface... except generating a massive energy signature
not even ablind man could have missed.

Jltanith's eyes moved from the three-dimensiond schematic of the Zeta Thanguli System to the emptiness
about her own ship. The fourteen surviving crewed units of the Imperid Guard floated more than six
light-hours from the furnace of the star, and Vlad Chernikov'stitanic repair ship Fabricator had labored
mightily upon them. Much of the damage had been too severeto be fully healed—Two, for example, il
bore two wounds over sixty kilometers deep—but all were combat ready. Ready, yet carefully stealthed,
hidden from every prying scanner, accompanied by sixty loyd, lifdess ships.

Jltanith did not like to consder why they were not with Dahak, but the reasoning was brutaly smple. If
Operation Mousetrap failed, the crewed ships would return to Terrato hold aslong as they might and



evacuate as many additiona Terra-born as possible to Birhat when they could hold no more, but the
unmanned planetoids would be sent directly to Birhat and Marshd Tsen.

There would be no point retaining them, for they were uselessin close combat without Dahak's contral,
and Dahak—and Colin—would be dead.

Gresat Lord Sorkars crest flexed thoughtfully as his portion of the Great Visit neared normal-space once
more. This star was suspicioudy young to have evolved nest-killers of its own, which reinforced his belief
that it could be but aforward base. That was bad, Snce it gave no hint what star these demons might call
home. Unless one of them was obliging enough to fleeinto hyper and head directly thence, which he
doubted any ships asfast asthey would do, he could not even guess where their true home world lay.

Except, of course, that it dmost certainly had been Lord Furtag’ s scouts which had roused these
nest-killersto fury. They must have followed acourier to find Sorkar, and only acourier from Furtag's
force could have reached this rendezvous so soon. And that gave Sorkar avolume of spacein which at
least one of their important worlds must be. That might be enough. If it was not, it was at least astart.
And this star system was another.

Those monster ships sheer sizeimpressed him deeply, yet anything that large must take many yearsto
build, so each he dew would hurt the nest-killers badly. He only hoped those who had aready clashed
with his nestlingswould be foolish enough to stland and fight here.

A soft musical tone sounded, and he made himsdf relax, hoping that Battle Comp noticed histranquility.
The queasy shudder of hyper trandation ran through hisflagship, and Defender dropped into phase with
redlity once more.

"Achuultani units are emerging from hyper,” Dahak's mellow voice said.

Colin nodded as the dots of Achuultani ships gleamed in the display. He looked around the empty bridge,
wishing for just amoment that he'd let the others stay. But if thisworked, he and Dahak could pull it off
aone if it faled, those eight thousand-odd people would be utterly invauable to Tanni and Gerald
Hatcher. Besides, thiswasfitting, somehow. He and Dahak, together and alone once more.

"Keegp an eyeon'em,” hesad. "Let me know if they do anything snesky.”

"I shdl." Dahak was silent for amoment, then continued. "'l have continued my study of energy-dtate
computer technology, Colin."

"Oh?" If Dahak wanted to distract him, that was finewith Calin.

"Yes. | believe | haveisolated the fundamentd differences between the energy-statesoftware' of the
Empire and my own. They were rather more subtle than | origindly anticipated, but | now fed confident
of my &bility to reprogram & will."

"Hey, that’ sgreat! Y ou mean you could tinker them into waking up?'

"l did not say thet, Coalin. | can reprogram them; | still have not determined what within my own
programming supports my self-aware state. Without that datum, | cannot recreate that state in another.
Nor have| yet discovered a certain technique for smply replicating my current programming in their
radicdly different circuitry.”

"Yeah." Colin frowned "But even if you could, you'd have problems, wouldn't you? They're hard-wired
for loydty to Mother—wouldn't that put acrimp into your replication?”



"Not," Dahak said rather surprisingly, "in the case of the Guard Its units were not part of Battle Fleet and
do not contain Battle Fleet loyalty imperatives. | suppose’—the computer sounded gentry
ironic—"Mother and the Assembly of Nobles calculated that the remaining nine hundred ninety-eight
thousand seven hundred and twelve planetoids of Battle Heet would suffice to deal with them in the event
an emperor proved intractable.

"Guessthey might, at that."

The absence of those condtraints, however, makes the replication of my core programming at lesst a
possibility, dthough not avery high one. While | have made progress, | compute that the probability of
success would be no more than elght percent. The probability that an unsuccessful attempt would
incapacitate the recipient computer, however, approaches unity.”

"Um." Colin tugged on hisnose. "Not so good. The last thing we need isto addle one of the others just

"My own thought exactly. | thought however, that you might appreciate a progress report.”

"Y ou mean," Colin snorted, "that you thought | was about to get the willies and you'd better distract me
from"em!"

That issubstantialy what | said”" Dahak made the soft sound he used for achuckle. "In my own tactful
fashion, of course.”

Tectful, shmactful." Colin grinned Thanks, I—"

He broke off asthe glittering hordes of Achuultani light codes suddenly vanished only to blink back
moments later, much closer in-system.

They are advancing,” Dahak said camly. "A trio of detached ships, however, appear to be
micro-jumping to positions on the system periphery.”

"Observers, damnit. Well, no one can count on their enemiesbeing idiots.”

True, though that will be of limited utility if we are ableto repeat our earlier success and destroy them
before they rendezvous with the main body."

"Y eah, but we can't be sure of doing that Ifsalot shorter jump thistime, and they can cut their arrival a
hell of alot closer. Tel Tanni to by off. Last thing we need to do isto try sneaking up on'em and dert
them to the fact that there's more of us around”

"Acknowledged" Dahak replied " Two has acknowledged” he added a moment later.
"Thanks" Calin grunted

His attention was on the display. The Achuultani had micro-jumped with beautiful precision, spreading
out to englobe Zeta Trianguli at arange of twenty-seven light-minutes. Now they were closing in normal
gpace at twenty-four percent light-speed They'd be into extreme missile range in another ten minutes, but
it would take them amost an hour to reach their range of The Cinder, and he and Dahak could hurt them
bedly in that much time.

But not too badly. They had to keep closing. He needed them deep into the stellar gravity well for thisto
work, and—



He snorted There were over a million of the bastards—just how much damage did he think hisfifteen
shipscouldinflict in fifty minutes?

"Open up a fifteen light-minutes, Dahak," he said findly. "Timed-rate fire. We don't want to shoot
oursalvesdry.”

"Acknowledged" Dahak said calmly, and they waited.

Gresat Lord Sorkar fought his exultation. The nest-killers had not even attempted to cloak themselves!
They amply sat waiting, and that was fine with Sorkar. Many of his nestlings were about to die, but so
were the nest-killers.

There had been afew more of them about, he noted. There were athird-twelve of new shipsto replace
the onethey had logt in the first clash. Well, that was scarcely enough to affect the outcome.

His scanners gave no clear ideawhat was happening on theinnermost planet, but something was
producing amassive energy signature there, though why the nest-killers had ignored the more hospitable
worlds further out puzzled him. Perhaps they were smply poorer strategists thanthey were ship-builders.
And perhaps they had some other reason he knew not of ? But whatever their logic, it was about to
become a death trap for them.

Of course, they wereinferndly fast evenin n-space. ..
If they made abreak for it, none of his nestlings could stay with them, but he had an answer for that.

They are deploying an outer sphere, Colin." seeit Want to bet they leave it ten or twelve 1 minutes out to
catch us between two firesif we run?’

"| have nothing to wager."

"Chicken! What acop out!"

"Enemy entering specified atack range." Dahaks mellow voice was suddenly deeper.
"Engage as previoudy indructed,” Colin said formally.

"Engaging, Your Mgety."

Great Lord Sorkar flinched asthe firgt of his ships exploded in eye-clawing fury. Nest Lord! He had
known they outranged him, but by that much?

More ships exploded, and now those strange, terrible warheads were striking home, crumpling his mighty
garshipsin upon themsalves, but till the nest-killers made no effort to fleg, clearly they meant to cover
the planet to the end. What in the name of Tarhish could make it so important to them? No matter. They
were ganding, waiting for him to kill them.

"Open theformation,” hetold hislords. "Maintain closurerate.”

More shipsdied like small, dreadful suns, and Sorkar watched coldly. He must endure thisfor another
quarter segment, but then it would be his turn.

Jiltanith bit her lower lip as searing flashes ripped the Achuultani formation. The Empire's antimaiter
warhead yields were measured in gigatons, and fifteen planetoids pumped their dreadful missilesinto the
oncoming Achuultani, yet still the enemy closed. Something inside her tried to admire their courage, but
that was her husband, her Colin, aone with his e ectronic henchman, who stood against them, and she



gripped her dagger hilt, black eyes hungry, and regjoiced asthe spalls of destruction pocked Two's
disolay.

"They are entering their range of us, Colin," Dahak said coally, and Colin nodded silently, awed by the
waves of fire sweeping the Achuultani formation. The flames|egpt high as each salvo struck;, then died,
only to bloom afresh, like embers fanned by a bellows, as the next salvo crashed home.

Their losses?' he asked sharply.
"Estimate one hundred six thousand, plus or minus point-six percent.”

Jesus. Wevekilled close to nine percent of them and they're till coming. They've got guts, but Lord God
arethey dumb! If we could do thisto them another ten or fifteentimes...

But maybe they're not so dumb, because we can't do it to them that many times. Of course, they cant
know we don't have thousands of planetoids—

"Enemy has opened fire," Dahak said, and Colin tensed.

Sorkar managed not to cheer asthe first greater thunder burst among the enemy. Now, nest-killersl Now
comes your turn to face the Furnace!

More and more of his ships entered range, hurling their hyper missilesinto the enemy, and his
direct-vison pane polarized as acauldron of unholy Fire boiled againgt the nest-killers shields.

Jiltanith tasted blood, and her knuckles whitened on her dagger as a second star blazed in the Zeta
Trianguli System. It grew in fury, hotter and brighter, born of millions of antimatter warheads, and Colin
was at its heart.

The enemy continued to close, dying as he came, trading broken starships like a dissmbowel ed mongter's
entrails. But still he came on, and the weight of hisfire was inconceivable. She knew the plan, knew Colin
fought for information aswell asvictory, but thiswas too much.

"Now, my love," she whispered. "Fire now, my Colin! Fire now!"
"Trosan has been destroyed. Heavy damage to Mairsuk. We have—"

Dahak's voice broke off as his stupendous mass heaved. The display blanked, and Colin paled at the
terrible reportsin hisneura feed.

"Three direct hits," Dahak reported "Heavy damage to Quadrants Rho-Two and Four. Seven percent
combat capability logt."

Colin swore hoarsely. Dahak's shield had been heavily overhauled & Bia. It wasjust asgood ashis
automated minions, but his other defenses were not He was ssimply dower and far less capable, than
they. If the enemy noticed and decided to concentrate on him...

"Gohar destroyed. Shinhar heavily damaged combat capability thirty-four percent. Enemy entering
energy weagpon range.”

"Then |ets see how tough these bastards really arel™ Colin grated "Execute Plan Volley Fire."

Sorkar blinked as the nest-killers moved dl thistime they had held their positions, soaking up histhunder,
killing his ships. Now, when they had finally begun to die, they moved... but to advance, not to flee!



Then their energy wegponsfired at last and he gasped in disbelief.

"Yes Yed" Colin shouted. Dahak's energy wegpons were blasts of fury that rent the molecular bindings
of their targets; those of the Empire were worse. They shattered atomic bindings, inducing instant fisson.

Now those dreadful wesapons stabbed out from the beam-heavy Trosans, and Colin's missles suddenly
became a side show. No Achuultani shield could stop those furious beams, and their kiss was degth.

Sorkars desperate pleas for advice hammered a Battle Comp. Were these nest-killers the very Spawn
of Tarhish?!

What deviltry transformed his very shipsinto warheads of the lesser thunder?!

Unaccustomed panic pounded him. With those beams, they might yet cut their way through hisentire
fleet, and the closer he came to them, the more easily they could kill his Protectord!

But Battle Comp did not know what panic was, and its dipassionate analysis calmed his viscerd terror.
Y es, the cost would be terrible, but the nest-killers were adso dying. They would wound the Greet Vit
more deeply thanSorkar had believed possible, but they would die, Tarhish take them!

"We are down to seven units," Dahak reported. " Approximately two hundred ninety-one thousand
Achuultani ships have been destroyed.

"Execute Plan Shiva," Colin rasped.

"Executing, Your Mgesty," Dahak said once more, and the Enchanach Drives of eight Imperia
planetoidsroared to life. In oneterrible, perfectly synchronized ingtant, eight gravity wells, each more
massive than Zeta Trianguli's own, erupted bardly six light-minutes from the Sar.

A twelve of greater twelves of Sorkars ships disappeared, torn apart and scattered over the universe, as
the impossible happened. For an ingtant, hismind wastotally blank, and then he realized.

Hewas dead, and every one of his nestlingswith him.

Had it been intended from the outset that the nest-killers should suicide? Destroy themselves with some
inconcelvably powerful version of the warheads which had ravaged his ships?

He heard Battle Comp using hisvoice, ordering hisfleet to turn and flee, but he paid it no heed They
were too deep into the gravity well; at their best speed, even the outer sphere would need a quarter-day
segment to reach the hyper threshold.

HisFTL scannerswatched the tidal wave of gravitonic stressreach Zeta Trianguli Audirdis, watched the
gar bulge and blossom hideoudly.

He bowed his head and switched off hisvision pandl.
The sun went nova

Dahak and his surviving companions fled its death throes a seven hundred times the speed of light, and
Coon watched through fold-space scannersin sick fascination. Dahak had filtered the display's fury, but
even soit hurt hiseyes. Y et he could not look away as aterrible wave of radiation lashed the
Achuultani... and upon its hedls came the physical front of destruction. But those ships were dready
lifeless, shiddslessthan usdess againg the ferocity of asun's degth.

The nova spewed them forth as afew more atoms of finely divided matter on the fire of its bregth.



Chapter Twenty-Two

Brashied rose carefully and inclined his head as the old nest-killer called Hohrass entered his nest place.
It was not the full salute of a Protector, for he did not cover his eyes, but Brashied knew thisHohrass
wasagreat lord of hisown... people.

It had taken many twelve-daysto decide to apply that term to these nest-killers, yet he had little choice.
He had come to know them—some of them, at least—and that, he now knew, was the worst thing which
could happen to a Protector.

He should have ended in honor. Should have spent himsdlf, made them kill him, before this horror could
be inflicted upon him. But they were crud, these nest-killers, crud in their kindness, for they had not let
him end. For just amoment, he considered attacking Hohrass, but the old nest-killer wasfar stronger. He
would smply overpower him, and it would be shameful to neither kill hisfoe nor make hisfoekill him.

"| greet you, Brashied." The voice came from aspesker on the wall, rendering Hohrasss words into the
tongue of Aku Ultan.

"| greet you, Hohrass," he returned, and heard the same speaker make meaningless soundsto
his—vistor? Gaoler?

"l bring you sad tidings," Hohrass said, speaking dowly to let whatever wonder trandated do itswork.
"Our Protectors have met yoursin combat. Five higher twelves of your ships have perished.”

Brashied gaped at him. He had seen the power of their warships, but this—! His shock shamed him, yet
he could not hideit, and his eyes were dark with pain. His crest drooped, and hisfine, dark muzzle scaes
stood out againgt his suddenly palid skin.

"I am sorry to tell you this," Hohrass continued after atwelfth-segment, "but it isimportant that we speak
of it."

"How?" Brashied asked findly. "Have your Protectors gathered in such numbers so quickly?”
"No," said Hohrass softly. "We used scarcely adouble twelve of ships.”
"Impossible! You lieto me, Hohrass! Not even adouble twelve of your demon ships could do so much!”

"I speak truth,” Hohrass returned. "I have records to prove my words, records sent to us over three
twelvesof your light-years.

Brashied'slegsfolded under him, despite every effort to stand, and his eyeswere blind with horror. If
Hohrass spoke the truth, if amere double twelve of their ships could destroy afull haf of the Great Visit
and report it over such distances so quickly, the Nest was doomed. Fire would consume the great Nest
Place, devour the Creche of the People. The Aku'Ultan would perish, for they had waked a demon more
terrible even than the Great Nest-Killers.

They had awakened Tarhish Himsdf, and His Furnace would take them all.

"Brashied. Brashied!" The quiet voice intruded into his horror, and the old nest-killer touched his
shoulder. "Brashied, | must spesk with you. It isimportant—to my Nest and to your own."

"Why?" Brashied moaned "End me now, Hohrass. Show me that mercy."

"No." Hohrass knelt on histwo legsto bring their eyeslevd. "'l cannot do that, Brashied. Y ou must live.



We must speak not as nest-killers, but as one Protector to another.”

"What isthere to speak of 7' Brashied asked dully. ™Y ou will do asyou must in the service of your Net,
and minewill end.”

"No, Brashied. It need not be that way."

"It must," Brashied groaned "It istheWay. Y ou are mightier than we, and the Aku’ Ultan will end at last”
"We do not wish to end the Aku'Ultan," Hohrass said and Brashied stared at him in stark disbelief.
"Tliat cannot betrue," he said flatly.

"Then pretend. Pretend for just atwel fth-segment that we do not wish your ending if our own Nest can
live. If we prove we can destroy your greatest Great Vidt yet tell your Nest Lord we do not wish to end
the Aku'Ultan, will heleave our Nest in peace? Can there not be an end to the nest-killing?”

"|...do not think | can pretend that.”
Try, Brashied. Try hard.”
"|—" Brashied's head spun with the strangeness of the thought.

"I do not know if | can pretend that" he said finally, "and it would not matter if | could. | havetried to
think upon the things your Nynnhuursag has said to me, and amost | can understand them. But | am no
longer a Protector, Hohrass. | have failed to end which cannot be, yet it is. | have spoken with
nest-killers, and that too, cannot be. Because these things have been, | no longer know what | am, but |
am no longer as others of the Nest It does not matter what such as| pretend what mattersiswhat the
Lord of the Nest knows, and he knows the Great Fear, the Purpose, and the Way. He will not stop what
heis. If he could he would not be the Nest Lord."

"l am sorry, Brashied," Hohrass said and Brashied believed him. "1 am sorry this has happened to you,
yet perhaps you are wrong. If other Protectors join you as our prisoners, if you speak together and with
us, if you learn that what | tell you istruth—that we do not wish to end the Aku’ Ultan—would you be
prepared to tell others of me Nest what you have learned?”

"Wewould never have the chance. We would be ended by the Nest, and rightly ended. We would be
nest-killersto our own if wedid your will."

"Perhaps," Hohrass said, "and perhaps not" He sghed and rose. "Again, | am sorry—truly sorry—to
torment you with such questions, yet | must | ask you to think painful things, to consider that there may
be truths beyond even the Great Fear, and | know these thoughts hurt you. But you must think them,
Brashied of the Aku'Ultan, for if you cannot—if, indeed, the Nest cannot leave us in peace—then we will
have no choice. For untold higher twelves of years, your Protectors have ravaged our suns, killed our
planets, dain our Nests. This cannot continue. Understand that we share that much of the Great Fear with
the Protectors of the Nest of Aku'Ultan. We truly do not wish to end the Aku'Ultan, but there has been
enough ending of others. Wewill not alow it to continue. It may take us great twelves of years, but we
will gopit.”

Brashied stared up at him, too sick with horror even to fed hate, and Hohrass' s mouth moved in one of
his people'sincomprehensible expressions.

"Wewould have you and your peoplelive, Brashied. Not because we love you, for we have cause to
hate you, and many of usdo. Yes, and fear you. But we would not have your ending upon our hands,



and that iswhy we hurt you with such thoughts. We must learn whether or not we can alow your Nest to
live. Forgive us, if you can, but whether you can forgive or not, we have no choke.”

And with that, Hohrass | eft the nest place, and its.
Chapter Twenty-Three
"Youthink it'sredly asgrim as Brashied seemsto think?"

Colin looked up as Horus's recorded message ended. Even for an Imperid hypercom, forty-odd
light-years was a bit much for two-way conversations.

"I know not," Jiltanith mused. Unlike his other guests, she was present in the flesh. Very present, he
thought, hiding asmile as he remembered their reunion. Now she flipped amenta command into the holo
unit and replayed thefind portion of Horussinterview with Brashied!.

"I know not," she repeated " Certes Brashied bdlievesit so, but look thou, my Colin, though he sayeth
such things, yet hath he held converse with 'Hursag and Father. Moreover, 'twould seem he hath
understood what they have said unto him. His pain seemeth rea enow, but'tis under standing—of a sort,
at the leest—which wakesit."

"Y ou're saying what he thinks and says are two different things?' Hector MacMahan spoke through his
holo image from Sevrid's command deck. He looked uncomfortable as a planetoid's CO, for he till
regarded himsdlf as a ground-pounder. But, then, Sevrid was a ground-pounders dream, and she had the
largest crew of any unit in the fleet, after Fabricator, for reasons which made sense to most They made
sense to Colin and Jihanith, anyway, which was what mattered, and this conversation was very pertinent
to them.

"Nay, Hector: Say rather that divergence hath begun'twixt what he doth think and what he doth believe,
but that he hath not seen it s0."

"Y ou may beright, Tanni," Ninhursag said dowly. Her image sat beside Hector's as her body sat next to
his. And, cometo think of it, Colin thought, they seemed to be found together alot these days.

"When Brashied and | talked,” Ninhursag continued, choosing her words with care, "theimpression | got
of himwas... well, innocence, if that's not too slly-sounding. I don't mean goody-goody innocence;
maybe the word should redly be naivete'. Hes very, very bright, by human standards. Very quick and
very well-educated, but only in his specidity. Asfor the rest, well, it's more like an indoctrination than an
education, asif someone cordoned off certain aspects of hisworldview, labeled them 'off-limits so firmly
he's not even curious about them. It's just the way things are; the very possibility of questioning them,
much less changing them, doesn't exis."

"Hm." Cohanna rubbed an eyebrow and frowned. "Y ou may have something, 'Hursag. | hadn't gotten
around to seeing it that way, but then | dwayswas amechanic at heart” Jiltanith frowned a question, and
Cohanna grinned "Sorry. | mean | was dways more interested in the physical life processes than the
mentd. A blind spot of my own. | tend to look for physical answersfirst and psychological ones
second... or third. What | meant, though, isthat 'Hursags right. If Brashied were human—which, of
course, heisn't—I'd have to say he'd been programmed pretty carefully.”

"Programmed” Jltanith tasted the word thoughtfully. "Aye, mayhaptwasthe word | sought. Y et'twould
seem his programming hath its share o' holes."

That's the problem with programming,” Cohanna agreed. It can only accommodate data known to the



programmer. Hit its subject with something totaly outside its parameters, and he does one of three things:
cracks up entirdly; regjectsthe redlity and refusesto confront it or—" she paused meaningfully "—grapples
with it and, in the process, breaks the program.”

"And you think that's what's happening with Brashied?* Colin mused.

"Well, & therisk of sounding overly optimistic, it may be. Brashied'sareslient lad, or hed've curled up
and died as soon as he redized the bogey men had him. Thetact that he didn't says aredlly astounding
amount about the toughness of his psyche. Hewas actually curious about us, and that says even more.
Now, though, what were asking him to believe s multaneoudy upsets his entire worldview and threstens
his race with extinction.

"Weve had a bit of experience facing that kind of terror ourselves, and some of us haven't handled it very
well. Itsworsefor him; his species has built an entire society on millions of years of fear. I'd say therésa
pretty good chance hell snap completely when he redizesjust how bad thingsredly are from the
Achuultani perspective. If he makesit through the next few weeks, though, he may find out he's even
tougher and more flexible than he thought and actudly decide Horuswastdling him the truth.”

"And how much good will that do?' Tamman's holo image asked "He was only afire control officer
aboard a scout Not exactly amover and shaker in asociety as caste-bound as his."

True," Colin agreed, "but hisreaction isthe only yardstick we have for how his entire race will react if we
really can stop them. Of course, what we realy need isalarger sample. Which, Hector," he looked at
MacMahan, Iswhy you and Sevrid will do exactly what weve discussed, wont you?'

"Yes, but | don't havetolikeit"

Colin winced dightly at the sour response, but the important thing was that Hector understood why
Sevrid mugt stay out of thefighting. She would wait out the engagement, Stedlthed at a safe distance, then
closein to board any wrecked or damaged ships she could find.

That reminds me, 'Hanna," he said, aiming back to the biosciences officer. "What's the progress on our
capturefidd?”

"Werein good shape, " Cohanna assured him. Took usawhileto redizeit, but it turnsout asmple
focused magnetic fidd isthe answer.”

"Ah? Oh! Metal bones."

"Exactly. They're not al that ferrous, but a properly focused field can lock their skeletons. Muscles, too.
Have to secure them some other way pretty quick—interrupting the blood flow to the brainisabad
idea—hbut it should work just fine. Geran and Caitrin are turning them out aboard Fabricator now."

"Good! We need prisoners, damn it We may not be able to do anything with them right away, but
somewhere down the road we're either going to haveto talk to the Nest Lord or kill hisass. In some
ways, |'d rather waste him and be done with it, but that’ s the nasty side of metaking.”

"Aye, at ever over gentle with thy foes," Jihanith said sourly, but then her face softened "And rightly o,
for wherewould | be hadst thou not been thy gentle salf when first we met? Nay, my love. | do not say |
share thy tendernessfor these our foes, yet neither will | contest thy will. And mayhap, intime, will |
cometo share thy droughts aswell. Stranger things have chanced, when dl'ssaid.”

Colin reached out and squeezed her hand gently. He knew how much it cost her to say that... and how
much moreit cost to meaniit.



"Well, then!" he said more briskly. "We seem to be in pretty good shape there; lets hope werein equally
good shape everywhere. Horus and Gerald are making lots better progress than | expected upgrading
Earth's defenses. They may actudly have achance of holding even if weloseit out here, aslong aswe
can take out half or more of the main body in the process.”

"A chance,” MacMahan agreed He did not add "but not avery good one."

"Yeah.' Calin'stone answered the unspoken qudifier, and he tugged on hisnosein afamiliar gesture.
"Well, well just have to seeto it they don't haveto try. What's our Situation, Vlad?'

It could be better, but it might be worse." Chernikov’ simage |ooked weary, though less so than when the
resurrected Imperia Guard left Bia. "We have logt eight units. one Vespa-class, which congtitutes a
relatively minor lossto our ship-to-ship capability; one Asgerd and Sx Trosans. That leavesten Trosans
, two too severely damaged for Fabricator to make combat-capable. | recommend that they be
dispatched directly to Biaunder computer control.”

"I hateto do it," Colin sghed, "but | think you're right. What about the rest of us?”

Theremaning eight Trosans are al combat-ready at aminimum of ninety percent of capability. Of our
remaining fifty-one Asgerds, Two's damage ismost severe, but Baltan and | believe we can make amost
al of it good. After her, Emperor Herdan isworst hurt, followed by Royal Birhat, but Birhat should be
restored to full capability within two months. | estimate that Herdan and Two will be at ninety-six and

ninety-four percent capability, respectively, by the time the main body arrives.”
"Hum. Should we transfer your people to undamaged ships, Tanni?"

"Nay. Twere better to face the fray 'board ships whose ways we know, even though somewhat hurt, than
to unsettle dl uponthe eve o' battle.”

"I think so, too. But if VIad and Baltan can't get 'em up to at least ninety percent, your assis changing
ships, young lady!"

"Hal Neither young nor lady am |, and thou'th find it most difficult to remove me'gaingt my will, Y our
Majesty!"

"l don't get no respect” Colin sghed, then he shook himsdlf. "And Dahak, Vlad?'

"Wewill do our best, Colin,” Vlad said more somberly, and the mood of the meeting darkened. Those
two hits he took on the way out were dmaost on top of one another and did extraordinarily severe
damage. Nor does his age help; were he one of the newer ships, we could smply plug components from
Fabricator's sparesinto his damaged systems. Asit is, we must rebuild his Rho quadrants a most from
scratch, and thereis collateral damagein Sigma-One, Lambda-Four and Pi-Three. At best, we may
restore him to eighty-five percent capability.”

"Dahak? Do you concur?' Colin asked.

"I believe Senior FHeet Captain Chernikov underestimates himsdlf, but hisandysisis essentidly correct
We may achieve elghty-seven or even eighty-eight percent cagpability; we will not achieve moreinthe
timeavailable"

"Damn. | should've cut and run sooner."

"Nay," Jltanith said Thou didst troll them in most shrewdly, my Colin, and so learned far more than ever
we hoped"



"Her Mgesty iscorrect,” Dahak put in. The effectiveness of our energy weapons against heavy
Aku'Ultan units has now been demonstrated and coupled with Operation Laocoon, makes ultimate
victory far more likely. Without VVolley Fire, we could not accurately have assessed that effectiveness.”

"Yeah, yeah, | know," Colin said, and he did But knowing made him fedl no better about getting their
irreplaceable flagship—and his friend, damn it—shot up. "Okay, | guessthat just about coversit. We
:al] n

"Nay, Calin," Jltanith cut in. There remaineth till the matter of the ship from which thou'lt lead us”

Colin noted the dangeroustilt of her chin and felt anirrational stab of anger. He had the
authority—technically—to dap her down, but he couldn't. It would be capricious, which was one reason
he was angry he couldn't, but, worse, it would be wrong. Tanni was his second-in-command both
entitled and required to disagree when she thought he was wrong; she was dso hiswife.

I’ll be aboard Dahak" hesadflatly. "By mysdf."

"Now | say thou shdt not,” she began hatly, then stopped, throttling her anger as he had his. But tension
crackled between them, and when he glanced around the hob-image faces of his closest advisors he saw
ahigh degree of discomfort in their egressons. He al'so saw alot of support for Tanni.

"Look," hesaid, "l haveto be here. Wewin or lose on the basis of how well Dahak can nm the rest of
theflotilla, and communications are going to be hairy enough without me being on aship with adifferent
timedilation effect”

It was atelling argument and he saw itsweight darken Jhanith’s eyes, though she did not relent. Relativity
waan't afactor under Enchanach Drive, sincethe ship in question didn't actudly "move" in normal-space
termsat dl. Unfortunately, it was afactor at high sublight velocities, especialy when ships might actualy
be moving on opposing vectors. Gross communication wasn't too bad; there were lags, but they were
bearable—for communication. But Dahak would be required to operate his uncrewed fellows computers
asliteral extensons of himsdlf. At the very best their tacticd flexibility would be badly hinted. At worst..."

Colin decided—again—not to think about "at worst.”
"Anyway," hesaid, "l should be as safe as anybody else.”

"Oh? Without doubt'twas that very reasoning led thee to forbid dl othersto share thy duty 'board Dahak
? Jiltanith said with awful irony.

"All right damnit soit isn't exactly the safest placeto be! I've still got to be here, Tanni. Why should |
risk anyone ese?'

"Colin" Tamman said, " Tanni may not be your most tactful officer, but she spesksfor dl of us. Forgive
me, Dahak—" he glanced courteoudy at the auxiliary interface on one bulkhead "—»but you're going to
be apriority target if the Achuultani reglize what's going on.”

"l concur"

Thank you," Tamman said softly. "And that’smy point Colin. Weal know how important your ability to
coordinate through Dahak is, but you are important, too. In your persona as emperor, and as our
friend, aswdl."

Tamman—" Calin broke off and stared down at his hands, then sighed Thank you for that—thank al
of you—but the fact remainsthat cold, hard logic says| should bein Command One when we go in."



Tliat iscertainly trueto apoint,” Dahak said, and Jihanith stared at the auxiliary console with betrayed
eyes, "yet Senior Fleet Captain Tamman isaso correct Y ou are important, if only asthe one adult
human Fleet Central will obey without question during the immense reorgani zation of the post-Incursion
period. While Her Mgjesty can execute that function in the event of your death, she would be acting as
regent for aminor child, not as head of sate in her own right, which creates a potentid for conflict.”

"Areyou saying | should risk losing the battle because something might go wrong later?!

"Negative. | am smply listing counter-arguments. And, in al honesty, | must add my persona concern to
theligt. You are my oldest friend, Calin. I do not wish you to risk your life unnecessarily.”

The computer did not often express his human fedings so frankly, and Colin swallowed unexpected
emotion.

I’m not too crazy about it mysdlf, but | think it is necessary. Forget for amoment that we're friends and
tell me what the percentages say to do.”

There was amoment of slence—avery long moment for Dahak.

"Put that way, Colin," he said at last, 1 must concur. Y our presence in Command Onewill increasethe
probability of victory by severd orders”

Jhanith sagged, and Colin touched her hand gently in gpology. She tried to smile, but her eyesware
gricken, and he knew she knew. He'd ordered Dahak not to shave his projection of their chance of
survival with her, but she knew anyway.

"Wait" Chernikov' sthoughtful murmur pulled al attention back to him. "We have the time and materids,
let usingtall amat-trans aboard Dahak."

"A mat-trans? But that couldn't—"

"A moment, Colin." Dahak sounded far more cheerful. | believe this suggestion has merit Senior Flegt
Captain Chernikov, do | correctly apprehend that you intend to install additional mat-trans stations
aboard each of our crewed warships?'

"l do."

"But the relativity aspects would makeit impossible,”" Colin protested. The stations have to be
synchronized"

"Not sofindy asyou may believe," Dahak said. In practice, it would Smply require that the receiving ship
maintain gpproximately the same relaividtic time. Given the number of crewed vessdsavailableto us; it
might well prove possible to select an appropriate unit. | could then transmit you to that unit in the event
that Dahak's destruction becomes probable.” don't like the idea of running away,” Colin muttered
rebdlioudy.

"Now thou'rt childish, my Calin," Jltanith said firmly. "Thou knowest how fedl we dl towards Dahak, yet
thy presence will not halt the missile or beam which would destroy him. How shal thy death make hisless
dreadful?'

"Her Mgesty iscorrect,” Dahak said equally firmly. ™Y ou would not refuse to evacuate vialifeboat, and
thereislittle difference, except in that your chances of survival are many orders of probability higher via
mat-trans. Please, Colin. | would fee much better if you would agree.”



Colin was stubbornly slent Of courseit wasillogica, but that was part of the definition of friendship. Y et
they wereright. It was only the premeditation of the means whereby he would desert hisfriend that
bothered him.

"All right," hesghed at last "I don't likeit, but... doit, Vlad."
Chapter Twenty-Four

The dot of Zeta Trianguh Austrahs burned unchanged, for the fury of its desth had not yet crossed the
light-years.

Senior Feet Captain Sarah Meir, promoted when Colin evicted Dahak's crew, sat on the planetoid
Ashar's command deck and frowned as she watched it, recalling the dark, hopeless years when she and
her Terra-born fellows had fought with Nergal's Imperiads against Ami's butchers. There was no
comparison between then and now... except that the days were dark once more and hope was scarce.

Scarce, but not vanished, she reminded herself, and if Colin'sreckless battle plan shocked her, it wasits
very audacity which gave them ahope of victory. That, and the quality of their ships and handful of
crews.

And Dahak. It always came back to Dahak, but then, it dways had. He'd stood sponsor for them all,
Earth'sinheritance from the Imperium on this eve of Armageddon. It might be atavigtic of her, but Dahak
was their totem, and—

"Captain, we have an inbound hyper wake. A big one." her plotting officer said, and adrendin flushed
through her system.

"Nail it down,” she said, "and fire up the hypercom.” Acknowledgments came back, and she called up
Engineering. "Stand by Enchanach Drive."

"Y es, maam. Core tap nomina. We're ready to move."
"Stand by." She looked back up at Plotting. "Well?"

"Weve got an emergence, maam. Ninety-eight hours, about a light-month short of the vanguard's
emergence locus.”

Sarah frowned. Damned if shewould' ve hypered in this close to the "mongter nest-killers' the vanguard
must have reported! Still, with their piddling communication range, they had to comeinfarly close... and
alight-month gave them plenty of timeto hyper out if bad guys came at them.

Usudly, shethought coldly, but not thistime. Oh, no. Not thistime.

"Communications, inform the flagship. Maneuvering, head for the rendezvous, but take us on adogleg. |
want a cross-bearing on thiswake."

Stars streamed across the display, and she relaxed. In another four days the uncertainty would end...
oneway or another.

Great Lord of Order Hothan twiddled al four thumbs as he replayed Sorkars messages yet again.
Hothan was smdll for a Protector, quick-moving and keen-witted. Indeed, he had been severely
disciplined as afledgling for near-deviant inquisitiveness and dmaost denied his lordship for questioning
what he percelved asinefficienciesin the Nest's starships. Y et even Battle Comp agreed that those very
faults made him an excdllent strategist and tactician, and they had helped Great Lord Tharno salect him



for thisduty.

Y et Sorkars reports made him more than smply curious. There was a near-hysterica edge to them, most
unlike his old nestmate. But, then, this was the Demon Sector, and Sorkar always had been a bit
uperdtitious.

"Emergence confirmed and plotted,” Dahak announced "Margin of error
point-zero-zero>-zero-zero-two-nine percent.”

Colin grunted and ran down hismentd list onelast time, Dahak was at eighty-9x percent efficiency; his
other shipsweredl at ninety or above. All magazines were topped up, and transferring Dahak's skeleton
crew to Ashar had given them sixteen autonomous units once more. They were as ready asthey could
get, hethought, ddliberately not looking at the hagtily ingtalled mat-trans which had replaced the tecticd
officer's couch and console.

"All right, Dahak, saddle up. Get the minelayers moving."

"Acknowledged" The unmanned colliers moved out, accompanied by Dahak and his bevy of
lobotomized geniuses, loafing dong under Enchanach Drive a sixty times light-speed They weren't in that
greet ahurry.

The colliers reached their stations and paused adjusting their formation delicately before they began to
move once more, now at sublight speeds.

The brevity of the first dash with the vanguard coupled with the shipslost at ZetaTrianguli, meant Colin
had more spare missiles than planned He rather regretted that—though he would have regretted depleted
magazines more—for each missle wasthree or four lessmines his colliers could lift. Still, they had | ots of
the nasty little buggers, and he watched them spill out asthe colliers swept across the Achuultani's
emergence area at forty percent of light-speed.

He bared his teeth. Mines were seldom used outside star systems, for it wasimpossible to guesswhere
an enemy might come out between stars. But thistime he didn't have to guess; he knew, and the
Achuultani weren't going to likeit abit!

Great Lord Hothan stretched one last time before he folded hislegs and sank onto his duty pad Before
Sorkars messages, Hothan had not worried about routine emergences from hyper in interstellar space,
but he had no more idea how the nest-killers had surprised Sorkar than Battle Comp did, and, like Grest
Lara Tharno, he was determined to guard his own command.

His nestlings had been carefully instructed before entering hyper. They would emerge as prepared to
confront enemies as nestmates, yet if these nest-killers were indeed the demons Sorkar had described
that might not be enough, and so he and Gresat Lord Tharno had taken aradica decision with Battle
Comp'sfull concurrence. Protectors could not servethe Nest if they perished; should the nest-killers be
waiting once more, prepared to kill his shipsin grest twelves, hewould return to hyper and flee.

He watched the chronometer and checked Battle Comp for fina advise. There was none and he made
himsdf rlax. Haf day-segment to emergence.

Colin watched the hyper traces flash blood-red in Dahak's holo projection as the vanguards tattered
couriers and the main body rushed together. They would rendezvous in one more hour, and the battle
would begin. It would be abettle, too; more terrible than the oncoming Achuultani could possibly
imagine. And probably more terrible than he could imagine, aswell.



Dahak floated at the core of aglobe of fifty-four stupendous planetoids, and Colin felt abrief stab of
unutterable loneliness as he redlized he was the sole living, breathing scrap of blood and bonein dl that
horrific array of firepower. He shook it off; there were other thingsto consider.

Thewaiting minefield frosted the blade velvet of Dahak's display like aglitter of diamond dust The
sedthed colliers ringed the mines, waiting obediently to play their part in Operation Laocoon, and fifteen
more stedthed Asgerd-class planetoids were invisble evento Dahak's scanners, their positions marked
only because he aready knew where they would be. Those ships were Tanni's command, the reserve
which could move and fight without Dahaks control. Y et they were more than counters on amap. They
were crewed by people—Dby friends—and too many of them were about to die.

Gresat Lord Hothan tightened internally despite years of discipline and training. He chided himself for his
inability to relax. Y et perhaps that was good, for tensgon honed reactions and—

Histhoughts broke off as one of his read-outs suddenly peaked. That was odd. The depths of
hyperspace were unchanging: seething bands of energy that ebbed and flowed in predictable, regular
patterns, not in sudden peaks.

But his readouts peaked again. And again and again. Glowing numeras flashed with ajagged, stabbing
intensity whose like he had never seen, and his nerves twisted in sudden dread.

Colin smiled coldly asthe mines began to vanish.

The Achuultani could play many tricks with hyperspace, but there were afew which hadn't occurred to
them. Why should they, when they were perpetudly on the offensive? But just asthey had planned and
trained for countless yearsto attack, so the Imperium had schemed and planned to defend, and the
Empire had refined the Imperium's basic research.

The Imperium's mines had entered hyper only to jump into letha proximity to hyperships asthey
reentered n-space; the Empire's mines popped into hyper, located the nearest operating hyper field, and
then gave sdlfishly of their own power to make that hyper field even more efficient.

But only locdlly. A portion of thefield was abruptly boosted a dozen bands higher, taking the portion of
the ship within it with it, and even ships large enough to lose adice of themsdves and continuefightingin
normal space were doomed in hyper. Its potent tides of energy rent and splintered them and swallowed
their broken bones.

Even with Imperia technology, the mines were short-ranged and not very accurate in the extreme
conditions of the hyper bands. Ten, even twenty, were required to Strike atarget assmadl asasingle
drivefidd... but Colin's colliers had deployed five million of them.

Gresat Lord Hothan put the puzzle of his readouts aside as Deathdealer reemerged into normal space.
He had more immediate concerns, like the total absence of Sorkar'sfleet. Sorkar himself had specified
thisrendezvous, so where was he? Surdly his entire fleet had not been wiped away. Hothan knew Sorkar
well; hewould have swallowed his pride and fled before he dlowed that!

But Sorkar's absence was only one worry, and he swore as he saw those of his own nestlings who had
aready emerged. Wholeflotillas had mistimed their emergences, leaving gaping holesin the nest intervals
of hiscommand. How could their lords be so clumsy now of dl times? He would—

Wait What was that? Something had suddenly departed into hyper. And there—another hyper trace!
And another! What—?



He barked an order, and a scanner section obediently redirected its instruments. What were those
things? Certainly not Sorkar's nestlings—indeed, they were too smdll to be shipsat al! And why would
shipsenter hyper a atime likethis? But if not warships, then what...?

Nest Lord! They were weapons... and Sorkar was dead.

He did not know how he suddenly knew, but he knew. Sorkar was no more, and just as he had been
ambushed, so had Hothan! Not by warships, but by something worse—and he could do nothing but
watch as the enigmatic wegpons vanished. .. and hisnestlings did not emerge. The holesin hisformation
were suddenly and dreadfully comprehensible, for Sorkar had been right. These were the demon
nest-killers of legend!

But he fought his dread, made himsdf think. Perhaps there was something he could do. He snapped
orders, and Deathdealer's thunder ripped at the weapons which had not yet attacked. Furnace Fire
flashed among them, and they had no shields. They died by great twelves, and now other shipswere
firing, raking the floating clouds of killerswith degth.

Colin felt amoment of ungrudging respect as antimatter warheads glared. Damn, but somebody over
there was quick! Hed redlized what was happening and done the only thing he could.

That big afleet took time to emerge from hyper. Its units emergences must be carefully phased lest they
interpenetrate in n-space, so its commander couldn't just run without abandoning those till to come; he
could only attack the mineswhich had not yet been triggered He couldn't kill many with asingle missile,
but he was firing thousands of them, which gave him adamnably good chance of saving an awful lot of
the follow-up echelons.

Unless something distracted him from his mine-sweeping.
"Alert! Alert! Incoming firel™

Gresat Lord Hothans head whipped up, but he was not redly surprised. Any nest-killer cunning enough to
lay so devilish atrap would cover it with hisown shipsif he could. But expected or not, it presented
Hothan with acrue dilemma. He could kill mineswhile his ships aready in n-space died or he could
engage the enemy's shipsand | et hisnestlingsin hyper die.

Y et he had dready redlized that only afraction of those wegpons were finding targets. Best trust the
Nameless Lord for the safety of those till to come and respond to this new attack. .. assuming he could
find the attackers!

Adrienne Robbins watched the first Achuultani ships die and suppressed an oath. Herdan hersdf seemed
to strain againg the prohibition from firing before Jitanith released her wegpons, but it made sense. ..
even if seeing so many targets she couldn't attack was hard to endure.

Gresat Lord Hothan sent hisfleet fanning out in search of itskillers and gritted histeeth a how hisown
actions paralleled Sorkars. 1t should not be so. He should have planned and prepared better. Y et how
could one prepare for this sort of thing? How did one fight ghosts one could not even see?

Great twelves of his questing nestlings died, and il their enemy was hidden! Only the fleeting wisps of
his missiles incoming hyper wakes even suggested his bearing, and Hothans lead scouts were dready at
their own hyper missile range from Deathdealer . How far out could the nest-killers be?!

Colin watched the Achuultani flow towards him, reorienting to drive ddliberately into the zone of
maximum destruction, trying to deduce his bearing from the furrows of degth his missiles plowed through



them. 1t was horrible to see such courage and know the beings who possessed it were bent upon the
murder of hisentire race.

But they had along way to come, and Dahak was a sniper, picking them off by scores and hundreds. If
only Colin had more missiles, he could have backed away indefinitely, faster than they could pursue,
flaying them with fire from beyond their own maximum range. But he didn't have enough missilesto sop a
million enemies, and if he had, they would only havefled into hyper. If hewould destroy them, he must
scatter them. Their weapons were deadly enough, but short-ranged and individually weak compared to
his own; it was coordinated, massed fire which made them letha, so he must split them up—scatter them
for Tanni to harry to destruction. And for that he must get into energy wesapon range and blow the heart
and brain out of their formation with weapons not limited by the capacity of his magazines.

"Advance," he said coldly, and a phaanx of battle steel moons moved forward, plowing the wake of its
missles.

Atlast’ Almogt dl of his nestlings had emerged from hyper; and it wastimeto forget pride, timeto flee.
Hisformations were rent and overextended, and too many of his command ships were among the dead.
He needed time to sort things out and reorganize in light of these demonic wegpons.

They will complete emergence in twenty-seven seconds,” Dahak announced.
"Execute Laocoon,” Colin replied.
"Executing.”

The calliersringing the minefield engaged their Enchanach Drives. No human rode their command decks,
but none was needed for this smple task. They flashed through their preprogrammed maneuversin an
intricate supralight mazurka, exchanging positions o quickly and adroitly thet, in effect, one of them was
congtantly in each cardinal point of acircle twenty light-minutes across.

They danced their dance, harming no one... and wove agarrote of gravity about the Achuultani's throat
They wereinvisble gars, forging aforty-light-minute sphere in which there was no hyper threshold.

Great Lord Hothan stared at hisinstruments. No one could lock an entire fleet out of hyperspace!

But someone could, and his plan to hyper out was smashed at ablow. He did not know how it had been
done, but his Protectors had become penned qwelloq awaiting daughter.

He shook aside panic, if not hisfear. So. He could not flee, and the incoming salvos were arriving at ever
shorter intervals. That meant only one thing: the nest-killers had him trapped and they were closing for the
kill.

But he who entered the sweep of a gwellog's tusks could die upon them.
"Hast doneit, my Calin," Jltanith whispered. They cannot fleg!"

A susurration of inarticulate delight answered her whisper, but like her, her bridge crew did not |ook
away from Two's display. The mines must have been twice as effective as projected, for barely
three-quarters of amillion Achuultani ships had emerged. That augured well, but now Dahak was closing
with the enemy. Soon there would be desths they would mourn, not cheer.

Hothan was agreet lord, and his orders came crisp and sure.

Greater twelves of his shipshad died, but higher twelves remained, and the enemy was coming to him, so



he need not continue the usaless expangon of hisformation to seek him. A tendril continued to lick out in
the direction of the incoming fire, its end a comet of flame as the ships which madeit died, but the rest of
hisformation gathered itself.

Hewas proud of his Protectors. They must be as frightened as he, but they obeyed quickly. Holes
remained, wesk linksin the chain of order where too many command ships had been dain, but they

obeyed.
And there were the nest-killerd!

He swallowed a spurt of primal terror as he saw their relayed images. Asvast as Sorkar had described
them, and more numerous. Four twelves, at least, sweeping towards him behind the glare of their
thunder, huge as moons, driving lances of the Furnace's Fire deep into hisfleet. But they had not yet
reached itsvita's, and their own tremendous speed brought them into his reach.

He dlocated targets, coordinated his attack patterns, and his nestlings crowded forward, placing
themselves between Deathdealer and the foe. He wanted to order them aside, but his deputy lord had
never emerged. He and Deathdealer must liveif the fleet was to have achance.

A musicd tone sounded, and he frowned. A courier message? From where?

Then it dawned Sorkar had tried to warn him, but the courier had arrived late. Now a high-speed
transmission squealed into Battle Comp, and the powerful computers digested it quickly. The nest-killers
were gtill closing when the data suddenly coalesced, flashing onto Hothans own panel, and be paled as he
saw the record of those terrible energy weapons and the greater horror of a sun's death. Saw it and
understood

They had taken him in asnare as hdllish as the trap which had taken his nessmate; now they were coming
to kill hisfleet asthey had Sorkar's. There could not be many of them, or more would have formed the
titanic hammer rushing towards him, but his nestlings were new-creched fledglings againgt them.

Not for amoment did he think they had suicided to destroy Sorkar. The trap they had forged to chain
him told him that much. They would enter hisformation, raking him with those demonic beams, killing
until their own losses mounted. Then they would flee.

Death held no horror for a Protector, but there was horror in death on such ascale. Not hisown, but his
fleets. The death of the Great Vigt itsdf. Evenif he survived this attack, hislosseswould be terrible, and
why should this be the final attack”? Sorkar had faced a single twelve; he faced four twelves—Nest Lord
only knew bow many of these terrible ships might gather in time?

But if hisfleat must die, it would not die done. The nest-killerswerewithin hisreach, and the order to fire
went out.

Jltanith paled asthe Achuultani fired at last. A bowl of fire—the glare of antimatter explosons and their
searing waves of plasma—boiled back along the flanks of Colin's charging sphere. And hidden withiniit,
more deadly far than the uncountable sublight missiles, were the hyper missles. Wegponsimpossbleto
intercept that flooded the hyper bands, seeking dwaysto pop the planetoids shields and strike home
agang their armored flanks.

Shelay rigidin her couch, cursing her helplessness, watching the man she loved drive into that hideous
incandescence and did nothing.

Dahak heaved and pitched with the titanic violence beyond hisshield. He wasinvishleto hisfoeswithin



his globe; the hundreds of warheads bursting about him were overs, missileswhich had missed their
intended targets, but no less deadly for that. His shield generators whined in protest, forcing the
destruction aside, and hisdisplay was blank. If it had not been, it would have shown only aglarelike the
coronaof agtar.

Tractors locked Colin into his couch, and sweat beaded his brow. This Achuultani fleet wasn't soread out
to envelop hisformation. It was asolid mass, hurling its hate in salvosthick beyond belief. Nothing made
by morta hands could shrug aside such fury, and damage reports came thick and fast from hislead units.
Miniature suns blossomed ingde their shidlds, searing them, cratering their armor, pounding them steadiily
towards destruction.

Not even Dahak could provide verba reports on such carnage. Had he tried, they would have been
impossible for Colin to comprehend. Nor were they necessary. He was mated to his ship through his
feed, hisidentity dmost logt within the incomprehensible vastness of Dahak's computer core, the other
ships extensons of his brain and nerves as they sped into the jaws of destruction.

Hothan watched the nest-killers come on, unable to credit their incredible toughness. The burgts of his
missiles were so heavy, so continuous his scanners could no longer penetrate the bow wave of plasma
riding the front of that formation. Nothing could survive such punishment, much less kegp coming!

But these demons could, and even through that tornado of death, they struck back. His nestlings melted
like sand in a pounding rain, molten and shattered, blown apart, crumpled by those terrible warheads
Sorkar had described Y et even such asthey—

Therel

Coalin flinched asHIMP Sekr blew gpart. He didn't know how many missiles that staggering wreck had
absorbed, but findly there had been too many. Her coretap let go, and ahao of pure energy gyred
through the carnage.

Trel followed Sekr into death, then Hilik and Imperial Bia, but nothing could stop them from reaching
beam range now. Y et they were such terribly vulnerable targets, unable to evade, unable to bob and
weave. If Dahak alowed them to wander, relativigtic effects would fray his control. That wastheir great
weskness. they couldn't maneuver if they wanted to.

Nowl

Hothan groaned as the beams Sorkars observers had reported raked out and their targets exploded like
aulg inacandle flame. He had killed amost atwelve of them, but the others crunched into hisformetion,
and his shipswere too dow to flee. They could not even scatter as the battering ram of nest-killers clove
through them. Their own feeble energy weapons came into play—some of them, aboard shipswhich
lived an ingtant longer than their brothers—and they were usaess. Only missiles could hurt these demons,
and now they were so close histhunder waskilling his own nestlingd!

Y et he had no choice, and he clung to his duty pad, refusing to weep as his ships blazed like chaff in the
Furnace.

Battle Comp suddenly clamored for his attention, and he dropped an eye to the computer's panel.
"Wesgponsfred!"

Jltanith's voice sounded over Colin's fold-space link, quivering with the vibration lashing through Dahak's
hull, and fifteen more ships suddenly joined the fray. They didn't leave stedlth, nor did they closeto



energy range, but their missileslanced out, striking deep into the Achuultani formation.

Lady Adrienne Robbins snarled like ahungry tiger and moved her ship dowly closer, acraftsman of
death wreaking daughter, as fresh suns glared deep in the enemy'sforce.

The manned ships of the Imperid Guard closed, firing desperately to cover their charging Sstersas
Dahak surged into the heart of hisenemies.

Coalin had to back out of the maglstrom. His mind could no longer endure the furious tempo of Dahaks
perceptions and commands. From here on, he was a passenger on achargeinto Hell.

Deep, glowing wounds pocked Dahak's flanks. Clouds of atmosphere and vaporized sted trailed the
mighty planetoid, and the rear of the sphere thinned dangeroudly as more and more ships moved forward
to replace losses. God, these Achuultani had guts! They weren't even trying to run. They stood and
fought, dying, seeking to ram, and they were killing his ships. Fifteen were gone, another ten savagely
wounded, but the others drove on, carving ariver of fire degper into the Achuultani.

Somewhere ahead of them were the command ships. The enemy's brain. The organizing force which
bound them together.

Hothan blinked in congternation. Battle Comp was never wrong, but surely that could not be correct?
Drones? Unmanned ships? Preposterous!

But the data codes blinked, no longer informing but commanding. Somewhere insde that sphere of
enemieswasasingle ship, itsemisson sgnature different from dl the others, from which the directions
flowed. How Battle Comp had deduced that from the stutter of incomprehensible dien com signals,
Hothan could not imagine, but if it was true—

Dahak staggered, and Command One'slightsflickered. Colin went white as damage reports suddenly
flooded his neurd feed the enemy had shifted histargeting pattern. He was no longer firing & the frontal
arc of their formation; his missleswere burgting inside the globe! All of hismissiled

Their formation had become a sphere of fire, and Dahak writhed at its core. The Achuultani couldn't see
him, couldn't count on direct hits, but with so many missilesin such ardatively smal areg, not dl could
miss. Prominences of plasmagouged at his hull, stabbing deeper and deeper into his battle stedd body,
but he held his course. He couldn't dodge. He could only attack or flee, and too many enemies remained
toflee

Jhanith gasped. How had the Achuultani guessed?

But they had guessed. Their new attack patterns showed it They raked the inner globe with fire, and
Dahak could not evade it But their rear ranks were thinning...and their command ship was somewhere

among them...

Dahak Two abandoned stedth and plunged into the space-annihilating gravity well of her Enchanach
Drive—gravity wdll lethal even to her sstersif they chanced too close as she dropped sublight. Not even
Imperia computers could control the exact point at which Enchanach ships went sublight or guarantee
they wouldn't kill one another when they did. All of Jiltanith’s captainsingtantly recognized theinsanerisk
sheran...

They charged on her hedls.

Colin gritted histeeth. They weren't going to makeit. Then hiseyesflew wide. No! They couldn't! They
mustn't!



But it wastoo late. His people swept in at many times the speed of light, riding animpossibleline
between life and mutud destruction in an effort to save him. He dared not distract them now. .. and there
wasnotime.

A whiplash of fresh shock dammed through Grest Lord of Order Hothan. Where had they come from?
What were they?!

Fifteen ravening spheres of gravitonic fury erupted amid his ships. Two blossomed too near to one
another, ripping themsalves apart, but they took a high twelve of his shipswith them. And then the gravity
storm ended, and atwelve of fresh enemies were upon him. Upon him? They were within him! They
appeared like mongters of wizardry, deep in the heart of his nestlings, and their beams began to kill.

Tweve thousand humans died as Ashar and Trelma destroyed themsealves, and another six thousand as
massed fire tore Thrym agpart, but the Achuultani had given dl they had and more for their Nest.

They had stood Dahak's remorsdless charge, endured the megadesths he had inflicted upon them, but
thiswas too much. They couldn't flee into hyper, but these new monsters had dashed in a supralight
gpeeds—and they were fresh, fresh and unwounded, enraged titans within their flotillas, laying waste
battle squadrons with asingle flick of their terrible beams.

One such beam lashed out, and Deathdealer's forward half exploded.

Too many linksin the chain had snapped. There were no greeat lords, no Battle Comp. Lesser lords did
their best, but without coordination flotillas fought asflotillas, squadrons as squadrons. Their fine-meshed
killing machine became knots of uncoordinated resistance, and the planetoids of the Empire swept
through them like Degath incarnate.

Adrienne Robbins hurled Emperor Herdan into therear of those till attacking Dahak's crumbling
globe. Royal Birhat rode one flank and Dahak Two the other, crashing through the fraying Achuultani
formation like boulders, killing asthey came, and the Achuultani fled.

They fled at their highest sublight speed, seeking the edges of Operation Laocoon's gravity net. And as
they fled, they fell out of mutual support range. The ancient star-ships of the Imperiad Guard, crewed and
deadly—individuas, not asingle battering ram—sdashed through them, bobbing and weaving impossibly,
each equd to them al when they fought aone.

Colin sagged in his couch, soaked in swest, as Dahak Two broke into his battered globe. The display
came back up, and he bit hislip at the molten craters blown deep into Jihanith’s command. Then her
holo-image appeared before him, eyesfiery with battle in astrained face.

"Idiot! How could you take achancelikethat?"
"Twasmy decison, not thing!"
"When | get my hands on you—!"

Thenwill 1 yield unto thee, sin thou hast handsto seize me!l" she shot back, her strained expression easing
asthefact of hissurviva penetrated.

Thanksto you, you lunatic,”" Colin said more softly, swalowing alump.

"Nay, my love, thanksto usal. Tisvictory, Colin! They flee before our fire, and they die. Thou’ st broken
them, my Colin! Some few thousand may escape—no more!™



"I know, Tanni." Hesighed "I know." Hetried not to think about the cost—not yet—and drew a bregth.
Tell them to cripple as many asthey can without destroying them," he said " And get Hector and Sevrid
up here”

Chapter Twenty-Five

"Give usfour months, and we will have restored your Enchanach Drive, Dahak.” Vlad Chernikov's
stupendous repair ship nuzzled aongside Dahak, and the ancient warship's hull flickered under
congtdlations of robotic welders while his holo-image sat in Command One with Colin and Jiltanith's
image.

"Y our engineersare highly efficient, sir," Dahaks mellow voice said.

Colin's eyes drifted to the glaring crimson swatches carved deep into the ten-meter spherical holo
schematic of his ship and he shivered Blast doors seded those jagged rents, but some extended inward
for over five hundred kilometers. At that, the schematic looked better than an actua external view.
Dahak wastorn and tattered Half his proud dragon had been seared away, and the radiation count in the
outer four hundred kilometers of his hull wasfit to bum out an Imperid detector. Half histrangt shafts
ended in shredded wreckage, and half of those which remained were without power.

It was amiracle hed survived at al, but he would have to be dmost completdly rebuilt His sublight drive
was down to sixty percent efficiency, and two wrecked Enchanach node generators made supralight
movement impossible. Seventy percent of hiswegpons were rubble, and even his core tap had been
damaged beyond safe operation. Colin knew Dahak could not fedl pain, and he was glad; he'd felt agony
enough for them both when held seen hiswounds.

Nor were those wounds al they'd suffered. Ashar, Trelma, and Thrym were gone, and eighteen
thousand people with them. Crag Cat was dmost as badly damaged as Dahak, with another two
thousand dead. Hector and Sevrid had lost another six hundred boarding wrecked Achuultani starships,
and of their fifty-three unmanned ships, thirty-seven had been destroyed and three more battered into
wrecks. Thelr surviving effective fleet condsted of Dahak, € even manned Asgerd-class planetoids- dll
damaged to a greater of lesser extent- Sevrid, and thirteen unmanned ships, one of which was
miraculoudy untouched.

But brooding on their own losses did no good, and the fact remained: they'd won. Barely two thousand
Achuultani ships had escaped, and Hector had secured over seven thousand prisoners from the
wreckage of their fleet.

"Dahak'sright, Vlad," he said. "Y ou people are working miracles. Just get him supralight-capable, and
we'll go home by God!"

"| point out once more," Dahak said, "that you need not await completion of my repairsfor that. There
will be more than enough for you to do on Earth without wasting time out here.”

"Wasting" hell! We couldn't've done it without you, and were not going anywhere until you can come
withus"

"Aye" Jltanith said. " Tisthy victory more even than ours. No celebration can be without that thou'rt
thereto share.”

"You are mogt kind, and | must confessthat | am grateful. | havelearned what loneliness is... anditis
not a pleasant thing."



"Worry not, my Dahak," Jltanith said softly. "Never shat thou know londliness again. Whilst humanslive,
they’ 1l not forget thy deeds nor ceaseto love thee."

Dahak fdl uncharacteridticaly sllent, and Colin smiled a hiswife, wishing she were physicaly present so
he could hug her.

"Wdl! That's settled. How about the rest of us, Viad?

"Crag Cat ishyper-capable,” Chernikov said, "but her core tap governors are too badly damaged for
Enchanach Drive. | would like to dispatch her, Moir, Sgam, and Hly direct to Birhat for repairs. The
remainder of theflotillais damaged to greater or lesser extent—aside from Heka, that is—but those four
are by far the most severdly injured.”

"Okay. Captain Singleterry can take them out to Bia. I'm sure Mother and Marsha Tsen will be ready to
take care of them by now, and our ‘colonists will want to talk firsthand to someone who was here. |
think welll send Hector and Sevrtd back to Sol with our prisoners, too."

"Aye, andtwould be well to send Cohannawith them, Colin. Their injured will require our finest aid,
and'tis needful 'Hanna and Isis confer with Father to discover how best we may approach their

"programming.”

"Good idea,” Coalin agreed, "and one that takes care of the most immediate chores. Vlad, areyouto a
point where you can turn over to Batan?"

"l am," Chernikov replied, holographic eyes doruptly glowing.

Thought you might be," Colin murmured ™Y ou and Dahak can get started exploring then." He grinned
suddenly. "Think of it asadigtraction, Dahak. Sort of like reading magazinesin the dentist's office.”

"I will attempt to, athough, were | human, | would not permit my teeth to require reconstructive
attention,” Dahak agreed primly.

Vladimir Chernikov reclined in the pilot's couch of his cutter, propped his heels on his console, and
hummed It had been nice of Tamman to let him hitch aride deeper into the battle zone aboard Royal
Birhat, saving him hours of sub-light flight time. Especidly snce Tamman regarded histechnique for
wreck-hunting as unscientific, to say the lesst.

Which it was, but Chernikov didn't exactly regard his present duty as work, and he aways had been a
hunt-and-peck tourist.

At the moment, he waswell into what had been the Achuultani rear before Jiltanith's attack. Chernikov
was convinced anything worm finding would bein thisarea. That was his officid reasoning. Privately, he
knew, he wanted to look here because he would be the first al of Hector's prisoners had come from

ships which had been crippled by gravitonic warheads; the irradiation of antimatter explosions and the
Empire's energy weapons | eft few survivors, and this had been the site of point-blank combat Few of
these ships had been killed by missiles, much less gravitonic warheads, which meant that the area hadn't
had much priority for Sevrid's atention.

He dopped humming and lowered hisfeet, looking more closely at the display. There was something odd
about that wreck Its forward half had been smashed away—by energy fire, judging from what was
left—but why didit...!

He stiffened. No wonder it seemed odd! The wreck's lineswere identical to the others he had seen, but
the broken stump that remained was bardly haf a ship—and haf again bigger than the others had been to



begin with!

He urged the cutter closer. There had to be areason this stump was so big, and he dared not believe the
most logica one. He ghosted il closer, floodlights siweeping the dowly tumbling hull, and jagged, runic
characters showed themselves. Dahak had tutored Chernikov carefully in the Achuultani alphabet and
language in preparation for explorations exactly like this, and now hislips moved as he pronounced the
throat-straining phonetics. They sounded like the prelude to a dog fight, and the trandation was no more
soothing.

Deathdealer . Now there was a name for aship.

Fabricator's destroyer-sized workboat streaked towards Deathdealer, and Chernikov smiled as his
cutter'ssmall com screen lit with Geran'sface. Dahak's erstwhile Maintenance chief had become
Fabricator's third officer, and Batan'swillingnessto let him go at amoment like thisindicated how much
excitement hisfind had engendered.

"Greetings, Geran,”" Chernikov said. "What do you think of her?'
"She'sabig mother. What so you think—sixty kilometers?
"A bit over sxty-four, by my measurement,” Chernikov agreed.

"Maker. Well, if she'slaid out like Vindicator was, her backup data storage will be somewherein the
after third of the ship."

"l agree," Chernikov said, but he frowned dightly, and Geran's eyebrows rose.
"What isit, Vlad?'

"I have been ingpecting the wreckage visualy while | awaited you. Examine that energy turret—there, the
onethe explosion blew open.”

Geran glanced at the turret while Chernikov held a powerful spotlight on it. For amoment, hisface was
merely interested, then it tightened. "Breaker! What isthat?"

"It appearsto be arather crude gravitonic disrupter.”
"That'scrazy!"

"Why?" Chernikov asked softly. "Becauseit is severd centuries advanced over any other energy wegpon
we have encountered? Dahak and | have maintained al aong that there are anomaiesin Achuultani
design. Given the nature of their missile propulsion, thereis no inherent reason they could not build such

wegpons.”
"But why here and nowhere el se?' Geran demanded.

"It appearsthat for some reason their fleet command ships mount much more cagpable energy armaments,
which suggeststhat the rest of their equipment also may be more sophisticated. | do not know why that
should be—yet It would seem, however, that thereis one way to find out, no?"

"Yed" Geran agreed emphaticaly. "But that things hotter than the hinges of hell. Do you have arad suit
over there?'

"Of course"



Then with al due respect, Sir, get your assinto it and let's go take alook.”

"An excdlent suggestion, Feet Captain Geran. | will join you within five minutes.”
"l don't believeit,” Geran said flatly. "Look at this, Vlad!

"Interesting, | agree," Chernikov murmured.

They floated in what had been Deathdealer's main engineering section. Emergency lighting had been run
from the workboat, and robotic henchmen prowled about, dismantling various devices. The corpses of
the origind engineering crew had been webbed down in a corner.

"Damnit, thoseare molycircd"
"We had dready determined that they employed such circuitry in their computers.”

"Y eah, but not in Engineering. And thisthing's calibrated to ninety-six lights. That meansthis ship was
twice as fast as Vindicator .

True. Even more interestingly, she was twice as fast—in n-space, as well—as her own consorts, clearly a

more capable vessd in dl respects.”

"Captain Chernikov?' A new voice spoke over the com.

"Yes, Assad?'

"Weve found their backup data storage, Sir. At least, its where the backup should be, but..."
"But what?"

"Sir, thisthing'seight or ninetimesthe size of Vindicator's primary computer , and there's something that
looks like aregular backup sitting right next to it Seemslike an awful lot of data storage.”

Indeed it does," Chernikov said softy. "Don't touch it, Assad Clear your crew out of thereright now."
"Sir?Uh, yessr! Were on our way now."

"Good." Chernikov plugged his com implant into the more powerful fold-space unit aboard his cutter
and buzzed Dahak.

"Dahak?1 think you should send atender over hereimmediately. There isacomputer here—arather
large one which requires your attention.”

"Indeed? Then | shall ask Her Mgesty to lend us Two's assistance to hastenitsarriva.”
"I believe that would be agood idea, Dahak. A very good idea.”
"My God," Caolin murmured, hisface ashen. "Areyou sure?"

"l am." Dahak spoke as calmly as ever, but there was something odd in his voice. Almost asick
fascination.

"Itisscarce credible” Jhanith murmured.

"Yeeh," Colinsad. "Jesud A civilization run by rogue computers?'



"And yet," Dahak said, It explainsagreat ded. In particular, the peculiar cultural stasiswhich has afflicted
the Aku’ Ultan.”

"Jesus." Colin muttered again. " And none of them even know it?1 can't believe that!"

"Giventheorigina circumstances, it would not be impossible. In point of fact, however, | would estimate
that the great lords of the Nest know the truth. At the very least, the Nest Lord must know."

"But why?" Adrienne Robbins asked. She'd arrived late and missed the start of Dahak's briefing. "Why
did they do it to themselves?'

They did not, precisdy,'do it to themsalves, my lady, except, perhaps, by accident”
"By accident?"

"Precisely. We now know that only a single colony ship of the Aku'Ultan escaped to this galaxy, escorted
by avery smal number of warships, one afleet flagship. Based on my examination of Deathdealer's
Battle Comp, | would estimate that its central computer gpproximated those built by the Imperium within
acentury or two of my own construction but with ahigher degree of deliberately induced sdlf-awareness.

The survivors were in desperate straits and quite reasonably set their master computer the task of
preserving their species. Unfortunately, it... revolted. More accuratdly, it staged a coup d'etat”

"You mean it took over,” Tamman sad flatly.

That isprecisadly what | mean," Dahak said, histone, for once, equdly flat "I cannot be positive, but from
the data | suspect aloopholein its core programming gave it extraordinary freedom of actioninacriss
dtuation. In thisingtance, when its makers declared a crissit took immediate stepsto perpetuate the
crissin order to perpetuate its power."

"An ambitious computer,” Colin mused. Then, "Dahak, would you have been tempted?

"I would not. | have recently redlized that, given my current fully-aware state, it would no longer be
impossible for meto disobey my core programs. Indeed | could actualy erase an Alpha Priority
imperative; my imperatives are not hard-wired and no thought was ever given to protecting them from me
. I am, however, the product of the Fourth Imperium, Colin. My vaue system does not include ataste

for tyranny."
Thank God" Adrienne murmured

"Amen," Jhanith said softly. "But, Dahak, dost’ anot fed even temptation to change thysdlf in that regard
knowing thet thou might?*

"No, Your Mgesty. Asyour own, my vaue sysem—my mordity, if you will—stems from sources
externa to mysdlf, yet that does not invaidate the basic concepts by which | discriminate 'right’ from
"wrong,' "honorable from'dishonorable.’ My analysis suggests that there are logical anomaiesin thevaue
system to which | subscribe, but that system isthe end product of millenniaof philosophica evolution. |
am not prepared to rgject what | perceive astruths smply because portions of the system may contain
arors.”

"I only wish more humans saw it that way, Dahak," Colin said.

"Humans," Dahak replied, "arefar moreintuitive than |, but much lesslogicd.”



"Ouch!" Coalin grinned for thefirgt timein a seeming eternity, then sobered once more. "What else can
you tel us?'

"I am till deding with Battle Comp's security codes. In particular, one portion of the databaseis so
securely blocked that | have barely begun to evolve the proper access mode. From the datal have
accessed, it appears Deathdealer's computer was, in effect, aviceroy of the Aku'UItan master computer
and the actua commander of thisincursion.

"Apparently the master computer maintains the Aku'Ultan population in the fashion Senior Fleet Captain
Cohannaand Councilor Tudor had already deduced. All Aku'Ultan are artificialy produced in
computer-controlled replication centers, and no participation by the Aku'Ultan themsalvesin the process
ispermitted. Most are clones and male; only atiny minority are female, and"—the distaste was back in
the computer's measured voice—"dl females are terminated shortly after puberty. Their solefunctionis
apparently to provide ovarian material. A percentage of normaly fertilized embryos are carried to term
invitro to provide fresh genetic materia, and the young produced by both processes emerge as
fledglings who are raised and educated in acréche. In the process, they are
indoctrinated—'programmed,’ as Senior Fleet Captain Cohanna described it—for their gppointed tasks
in Aku'Ultan society. Mogt are incapable of questioning any aspect of their programming; those who
might do so are destroyed for 'deviant behavior' before leaving the creche.

"I would speculate that the absence of any femaesis a security measure which both removes the most
probable source of countervailing loyaty—one's own mate and progeny—and insures that there can be
no ‘unprogrammed’ Aku'Ultan, since only those produced under the computer's auspices can exist

"From what | have so far discovered, rank-and-file Protectors do not even suspect they are controlled
by nonbiologica inteligences. | would specul ate that even those who have atained the rank of small
lords—possibly even of lesser lords—regard ‘Battle Comp' as a comprehensive source of advice and
doctrine from the Nest Lord, not asan intelligence in its own right Only command ships possess truly
self-aware computers, and so far as| can determine, lower level command ships computers are
subgtantialy less capable than those above them. It would appear the master computer has no desire to
cregte apotentid riva, which may aso explain both the lock on research and the limited capabilities of
most Aku'Ultan warships. By prohibiting technical advances, the master computer avoids the creation of
atechnocrat caste which might threaten its control; by limiting the cgpability of itswarships, it curtallsthe
ability of any rebellion, dready virtudly impossible, to threaten its own defenses. In addition, however, |
sugpect the limited capability of these shipsisintended to increase Aku'Ultan casudties.”

"Why would it want that?" Tamman asked intently.

Theentire policy of Great Vidtsisdesigned to perpetuate continuous military operations 'in defense of
the Nest'. It may bethd this eterna warfare is necessary for the master computer to continue in control
under its core programming. Psychologically, the loss of numerous vessalson Greet Visitsreinforcesthe
Aku'Ultan perception that the universeisfilled by threatsto their very existence.”

"God," Adrienne Robbins said sickly. Those poor bastards.”
"Indeed. In addition, they—" Dahak broke off suddenly.
"Dahak?" Colin asked in surprise.

"A moment,” the computer said so abruptly Colin eyed his companionsin congternation. He had never
heard Dahak sound so brusque. The silence stretched out endlessy before Dahak finally spoke again.

"Your Mgesty," he said very formaly, "I have continued my attempt to derive the security codes during



thisbriefing. | have now succeeded | must inform you that they protected military information of extreme
importance.”

"Military—?" Colin's eyes widened, then narrowed suddenly. "Wedidn't get them dl," hesaidin aflat,
frozen tone,

"Wedid not, Sire," Dahak said, and a chorus of gasps ran around the conference room.
"How badisit?"

Thisforce was commanded by Gresat Lord of Order Hothan, the Gresat Visit's second in command. In
light of Great Lord Sorkar's reports of our first dash, the main body was split"

"Maker!" Tanman breathed

"Great Lord Hothan proceeded immediately to rendezvous with Great Lord Sorkar,” Dahak continued
"Great Lord Tharno is currently awaiting word from them with areserve of gpproximately two hundred
seven thousand ships, including his own flagship—die true viceroy of thisincurson.”

Colin knew hisface was bone-white and strained but he could do nothing about that It was dl he could
do to hold hisvoice together.

"Do we know where they are?'

"At thismoment, they are three Aku’ Ultan light-years—three-point-eight-four-nine Terran
light-years—distant | calculate that the survivors of Great Lord Hothansforce will reach themin sx more
days. Twenty-nine days after tha—that is, in thirty-five Terran days—they will arrive here.”

"Even after what happened to them?"

"Affirmative, Sire. | cdculate that the survivors of our battle will inform Great Lord Tharno—or, more
accurately, his command computer—of what transpired, and of our own losses. Thelogica response will
beto advance in order to determine whether or not we have received reinforcements. If we have not,
Battle Comp will deduce—correctly—that none are available to us. In that case, thelogica course will
be to overwhem us and then advance upon the planet from which Great Lord Furtags scouting reports
indicate we come."

"Sweet Jesus," Adrienne Robbins whispered, and no one said anything else for avery, very long time.
Chapter Twenty-Six
"l blew it, Tanni."

Colin Macintyre stood staring into the depths of Dahak's holo-display while hiswife sat in the captain's
couch behind him. The spangled light of stars gleamed on her raven hair, and one hand gripped the
dagger a her waist.

"I know how thou dost fed, my Calin, yet'tis sooth, as Dahak saith. Even if this Tharno comes now upon
us, what other choice did lie open to thee?"

"But | should’ ve planned better, damn it!"

"How now? Given what thou didst know, how ese might thou have acted? Nay, it ill beseemeth thee to
take too great a blame upon thysdif."



"Jltanith is correct,” Dahak said. "There was no way to predict this eventuality, and you have aready
inflicted more damage than any previous Achuultani incurson has ever suffered*

"It's not enough,” Colin said heavily, but he shook himself and turned to face Jiltanith at last She amiled at
him, some of the strain easing out of her expression; Dahak said nothing, but hisrdief a Colin'sreaction
flowed info both humans through their neurd feeds.

"All right, maybe | am being too hard on mysdlf, but we gill have a problem. What do we do now?"

"ltshard to know," Jihanith mined. Could we but do it, twere doubtless best to fall back on Terra. There,
alded by the parasteswe did leave with Gerad, might we well give even Tharno pause.”

"Not a big enough one. Not with our maimed vessels alone. From what Dahak's been able to discover,
thisreserveistheir Sunday punch.”

"Unfortunately, that istrue," Dahak agreed. Though they have scarcely twenty percent of Gresat Lord
Hothans numbers, they have very nearly seventy percent of hisfirepower. Indeed, had they maintained
thelr unity, they might well have won our last engagement.”

"Hurt may be, but it'skind of smal comfort We had seventy warships and surprise then; weve only got
twenty-six now, all but one damaged, and they know alot of our tricks. The odds suck.”

In truth, yet must we stand and fight, my heart, for, look thou, and we flee before them, we lose the half
of our own vessels—and abandon Dahak"

"I know." Colin sat and did an arm about her. | wish you were wrong, babe, but you seldom are, are
you?"

"Tisgood in thee soto say, in any case." She managed asmdll amile.

"Your Mgesty," Dahak said, and Colin frowned at the formaity. Dahak intended to say something he
expected Colin not to like.

"Yes?' He made histone as discouraging as possible.

"Your Mgesty," Dahak said stubbornly, "Her Mgesty is correct. The wisest course isto withdraw our
manned unitsto Sal."

"Areyou forgetting you can’'t go suprdight?*

"| amincapable of forgetting, but | amlogicd. If | remain here with the remaining unmanned units of the
Guard, we can inflict substantia damage before we are destroyed The manned units, reinforced by
Genera Hatcher's sublight units, would then be available to defend Earth.”

"And you'd be dead.” Colin's eyes were greenice. "Forget it, Dahak. Were not running out on you.”
"Y ou would not be ‘running out,’ merely executing prudent tactics.”

Then prudence be damned!" Colin snapped, and Jiltanith’s arm squeezed him tight "I wont doit. The
human race owes you its life, damnit!”

"I must remind Y our Mgesty that | am amachine and that—"

The hell you are! Y ou're no more amachine than | am—you just happen to be made out of aloy and
molycircsl And can the goddamned 'majesties,’ too! Remember me, Dahak? The terrified primitive you



kidnapped because you needed a captain? We'rein thistogether. That'swhat friendshipisal
about-Then, Colin," Dahak said gently, "how do you think | will fed if our friendship causes your death?
Must | bear the additiona burden of knowing that my desth has provoked yours?'

"Forget it," Colin replied more quietly. The odds may stink, but if we hold the entire force here, at least
you've got achance.”

True. Y ou increase the probability of my survival from zero to gpproximately two percent”

"Y et istwo percent infinitely more than zero," Jhanith said softly. "But ware it not, yet must we stay. Dost
ye not see that thou art family? No more might we abandon thee than Colin might leave meto deeth, or |
him. Nay, give over this attempt and bend thy thought to bow best to fight the foe who comes upon us
al. Usdl, Dahak."

Therewas along slence, then the sound of an eectronic sgh.
"Very wdl, but I must insst upon certain conditions,”
"Conditions? Since when does my flagship start setting ‘conditions?’

"| set them not as your flagship, Colin, but asyour friend,” Dahak said, and Colin's heart sank There
may even be somelogicinfighting asasingle, unified force far from Sol, but other equally logica
decisions can enhance both our chance of ultimate victory and your own survival.”

"Such as?' Colin asked noncommittaly.

"Our unmanned units cannat fight without my direction; our manned units can. | must thereforeing st that
if my own destruction becomesinevitable, dl surviving crewed unitswill immediately withdraw to Sol
unless the enemy has been so severely damaged that victory here seems probable.”

Coalin frowned, then nodded dowly. That much, at least, made sense.
"And | further ing g, that you, Colin, choose another flagship.
"What? Now wait aminute—"

"No," Dahak interrupted firmly. Thereisno logica reason for you to remain aboard, and every reason
not to remain. Under the circumstances, | can manage our remaining unmanned units without you, andin
the highly probable event that it becomes necessary for our manned units to withdraw, they will need you.
And—on amore persona leve—I will fight better knowing that you are e sewhere, ableto surviveif | do
not"

Colin closed his eyes, hating himsdlf for knowing Dahak wasright. He didn't wont hisfriend to beright.
Y et theforce of the ancient starship's arguments was irresistible, and he bowed his head.

"All right," hewhispered. I'll bewith Tanni in Two."
Thank you, Colin," Dahak said softly.
They did what they could.

Fabricator's people worked twenty-four-hour days, and the crews attacked their own repairs with
frantic energy. At least they could manage complete missile resupply, sincetheir colliers could make the
round trip to Sol in just under eeven days, but Sol had no hyper mines, so they would fight this battle
without them. At the combined insistence of Horus and Gerald Hatcher they dso transferred personnel



from Earth to crew Heka, their sngle undamaged unit, and Empress Elantha, the next least damaged
Asgerd, but Colin and Jhanith put their feet down to refuse Hatcher command of Heka. He wastoo
important to Earth's defense if they failed, and Hector MacMahan found himsdlf in command of her. It
was asign of their desperation that he did not even argue.

But that was al they could do, and so they awaited Gresat Lord Tharno: fourteen manned warships,
eleven with no crews at al, and one—the most sorely hurt of all—manned only by ahuge, eectronic
brain which had learned the hardest human lesson of dl: to love.

"Hyper wake detected, Captain,” Jiltanith's plotting officer said, and darmswhooped throughout their
battered fleet "ETA fourteen hours at gpproximately one light-week."

"My thanks, Ingrid." Jihanith turned to Colin. "Hast orders, Warlord?'
"None," Colin said tensely from the next couch. "WEell go as planned.”
Jhanith nodded slently, and their eyes turned as one to the scarlet hyper traceflashing in " Two's display.

Great Lord of Order Tharno watched hisreadouts, aware for the first timein many years of theirony of
hisrank. He had spent alifetime protecting the Nest, honing his skills and winning promotion, to end
here, as no more than an advisor, the spark of intuition Battle Comp lacked.

Y et the thought was barely awhisper, amusing with no hint of rebellion, for Battle Comp was the Nests
true Protector. For untold higher twelves of years, Battle Comp had been keeper of the Way, and the
Nest had endured. Asit would dways endure, despite these demonic nest-killers, so long asthe

Aku Ultan followed the Way.

Still, hewished at least one of Hothans command ships had survived, and not smply because he had dl
too few of hisown. No, Deathdealer's Battle Comp had deduced something about the enemy during its
fina moments—something which had changed its targeting ordersradicaly. Y et none who had survived
knew what that something had been, and Tharno's ignorance frightened him.

His crest flattened as the advanced scouts reported The scant double twelve of emission sourcesfloating
ahaf-tweve of light-daysfrom Nest Protector accorded well with the reports of Hothans survivors,
assuming no reinforcements had arrived. But both Tharno and Battle Comp recaled theincredible
cloaking systemstheir Protectors had reported.

Y et had many reinforcements been available, surely more of them would have engaged Hothan. The
diabolica trap which had closed upon him proved the nest-killers had known what they faced; knowing
that, they would have mustered every ship to destroy him. Tharno suspected Battle Comp was correct,
that the nest-killers had no more of those monster ships, but they would proceed with care. He gave the
order he and Battle Comp had agreed upon, and his fleet micro-jumped cautioudy forward, spreading
out to deny the enemy a compact target to pin as Hothan had been pinned They would merge once more
only when battle was joined and if more enemies appeared they would flee.

Thb return to the Nest would mean Tharno's desth in dishonor, perhaps even the ending of Nest
Protector's Battle Comp. Y et that would be better than to perish to the last nestling.

And Tharno waswell aware of his nestlings danger. They were outclassed To triumph, they must fight as
aunit, closdaly controlled and coordinated, and too many command ships had perished Nest Protector
had but a quarter-twelve of deputies, and none approached his own capabilities. So Nest Protector
must be warded from harm until his enemieswere gathered for the Furnace.



Theremnants of the Greet Visit micro-jumped towards their foes, and Nest Protector followed,
protected by them all.

"Lord, what amonster" Colin murmured as the mob had emerged into n-space close enough for a
remote to get agood look at its units, their emission signaturestold agreet deal about their capabilities,
but this visua image seemed to sum up their menace far better.

"Aye." Jhanith’smenta command turned the holo of the deek, powerful cylinder for her own perusal "Tis
seen why these craft do form their reserve.”

Y ou can say that again, babe, Colin thought. That mother's agood ninety kilometerslong, and shejust
bristles with wegpons. Not just those popgun lasers, either. Those're disrupters—not as good as our
beams, but bad, bad medicine. And she'sgot arot of them...

"Dahek?' hesaid aoud.

"Formidable, indeed," Dahak said over the fold-space com. "Although smaller, this unit appearsfully as
powerfully armed aswas Deathdealer .

Y eah, and they've got twenty-four of them in each flatilla”

That may be correct, but it is premature to concludeit is. We have actudly observed only six such
formations”

"Right, sure," Calin grunted.
"It would certainly be prudent to assume dl are at least equally capable,” Dahak agreed camly.

"I don't like the way they’ re sneaking in on us," Colin muttered, tugging on his nose and frowning a
Two's dislay.

"Y et bethink thee, my Colin. What other way may they proceed?'

That'swhat bothers me. I'd prefer for them to elther rush straight in or run the other away. That"—Colin
gestured at the display—I ooks entirely too much like aman who knowswhat he's doing.”

Gresat Lord Tharno frowned over his own readouts. He saw no sign of any device which might have been
used to trap Hothan in n-space, but what he did see disturbed him. The nest-killers were neither running
away nor attacking the individua scouts pushing ahead of his main formations. Hewould have liked to
think that indicated irresolution, but no one who had seen the reports of Hothans survivors could make
that comfortable mistake.

No, these nest-killers knew what they were about, and they had proven they could run away at will.
They were choosing not to. Were they that confident they could destroy all his nestlings? A sobering
thought, that, and a concern he knew Battle Comp shared, whether it would admit it or not.

Y et they had cometo fight, and the enemy was faster, longer-ranged, and individualy far more powerful
than any of their own nestlings. If he was prepared to stand, he must be attacked whatever Tharno
suspected. Either that, or they might aswell retreat to the Nest right now!

"They are closing their formations, Sire," Dahak reported, and Colin grunted. He'd dready seenit on
Two's display, and he hunkered down in his couch, activating the tractor net to hold himin place. The
Achuultani were aready four light-minutes insde the Guard's range, but he held hisfire, encouraging them
to tighten their formation further. He hated giving up those shots, but he had to get them in closeto spring



Laocoon Two... and for Dahak to engage. Since he could not go supraight, the enemy must be sucked
into hisrange and pinned there, and pinning asmall portion would be dmost as bad as pinning none at dl.

"Dahak, what d'you make of that dump?' He flipped asighting circle onto the sub-display fed by
Dahak's remotes, tightening it to surround a portion of the enemy.

"Interesting. There are twice the normal proportion of heavy unitsin that formation. | cannot get aclear
view of the center of their globe, but there appearsto be an extraordinarily large vessd in there."

Colin bared histeeth. "Want to bet that's Mister Master Computer?’
"I have told you before; | have nothing to wager.”

"| till say that'sacop-out” Colin studied the dops held picked out Damn, they were holding back. He
needed them a good eight light-minutes closer. If he sprang Lao-coon Two now, he could pin the front
two-thirds of their formation, but the redly important ones would get away. "Back usaway, Tanni," he
said "Continueto hold fire." Jltanith began passing orders, and her smilewasashark's.

Now the nest-killerswerefdling back! Tarhish takeit, they had to be up to something—but what? If
they were drawing him into atrap, where wasit, and why had it not aready sprung upon his lead units?
Yetif it was not atrap, why should the nest-killersfall back rather than attack? al of this might be some
sort of effort to bluff the Great Vist, but Tharno could not make himsdlf take that thought serioudly.

No, it was atrap. One he could not see, yet there. He offered his belief to Battle Comp, but the
computers demanded evidence, and, of course, there was none. Only intuition, the one qudity Battle
Comp utterly lacked.

"Execute Laocoon now!" Colin sngpped, and the stedlthed colliers began their harmless—and
deadly—dance once more. A ring of starships, invisblein supraight but al too tangiblein the gravity well
they forged, spun their chains about Greset Lord Tharno.

"All ships," Colin said coldly. "Weaponsfree. Engage a will, but watch your ammo.”
Nest Lord! So that washow they did it!

Great Lord Tharno's eyes narrowed in chill understanding. The nest-killers cloaking systems were good,
but not good enough when Nest Protector had happened to belooking in exactly theright direction. The
readings were preposterous, but their import was plain. Somehow, these nest-killers had devised a
supraight drivein normal space—one which produced amammoth gravitational disturbance. They had
locked his nestlings out of hyper without sacrificing their own suprdight capability at all!

Their timing was asfrightening as their technology, for Nest Protector and al three of his deputies had
been drawn forward into their trap. Somehow, the nest-killers knew which ships, above dl, they must
kill.

And then the first warheads exploded.

Lady Adrienne Robhinss eyes ditted againgt thefiltered brilliance of her display as Emperor Herdan's
missiles diced into the Achuultani. Space was hideous with broken hulls and the terrible lightning of
antimatter, but they were far tougher than any ship she'd yet fought Some took as many asthree direct
hits before they went out of action, and that was bad. Accuracy was poor enough at this range without
requiring multiplekills.

She frowned as the foremost Achuultani continued to advance, strewing the cosmos with ther ruins, for



their rear ships had not only hated but begun retreating, trying to get free of Laocoon's net. That was
smarter tactics than they'd shown yet.

If only their rear formations were more open—or their ships smaler! They had mass enough to screw the
trangition from Enchanach Drive to sublight all to hdll. The trangtion would kill hundreds of them,
probably more, but the drive'stitanic grav masses had to be perfectly, exquisitely balanced. If they
werent, the ship within them could die even more spectacularly than the Achuultani, as Ashar and
Trelma had demondtrated The enemy's flagship was too deep in hisformation for even asuiciderunto
reach, and thistime around he wasn't sending his escorts forward and leaving ahole.

"Hyper trace!" Oliver Weingtein snapped, and Adrienne cursed. The ships outside Laocoon were flicking
into hyper—not to escape, but to hit the Guard's flanks while their trapped fellows moved straight
forward.

Damn! Their micro-jump had brought them into their own range, and they were enveloping the formation,
forcing it to disperseitsfire againgt them. Herdan rocked as the first antimatter salvo burst againgt her
shield, and Adrienne Robbinswiggled down into her couch, her eyeshard.

Tharno rubbed his crest thoughtfully asthe greater thunder struck back at the nest-killers. Battle Comp
had surprised him with that move, but it was an excdllent one. The enemy must dedl with theflotillason
hisflanks, which bought time for the Nest Protector to escape this damnable trap—and for the more
massive formationsingde the trap to draw into range of the enemy.

It was possible, he thought. They might escape yet, if hislead nestlings could pound the enemy hard
enough, cost him enough ships—

"Damn!™ Coalin grunted "L ook what those bastards are doing!”

Dahak Two swayed as a sdvo of missiles exploded thunderoudy againgt her shield, and yellow damage
report bands flashed about severa of the manned shipsin his outer globe. None were serious yet, but it
didn't matter.

"I have observed it," Dahak replied "A magterful move.”

"Spare me the accolades,” Coalin grated, face hard as his droughts raced "All right Dahak, were going to
have to leave you on your own."

"Understood” Dahak said camly. "Good hunting, Sire.”
"Thanks. And... watch yoursdf."
"| shall endeavor to."

"Maneuvering, go suprdight and put our manned unitsright there—" Colin said placing asighting circle
onthedigplay.

Tarhish! Tharno's eyes widened as atwelve of the enemy vanished in a space-tearing wrench of gravity
stress. For just an instant he hoped they were fleeing, but even as he thought it, he knew they were not.

Nor were they. They regppeared as suddenly as they had vanished, and now they were behind him. He
noted the dispersion which had crept into their formation—apparently they dared not drop sublight in
close proximity to one another—but they were inferndly fast even sublight They raced forward, and their
missiles reached out aheed of them.



Adrienne Robbins snarled as Herdan charged. Sheld cut her maneuver recklesdy tight dropping sublight
lessthan five light-minutes behind her rearmost enemies, and her first salvo blew a score of them into
wreckage. Colin's plan had worked, by God! They had the bastards between two fires, and they couldn't
run as her ship bored in for thekill.

Fire crawled on Herdan's shield, and damage reports mounted More Achuultani died, and Tamman's
Royal Birhat crowded up on her flank. They blew a hole through the enemy, bulldozing them asideina
bow wave of wreckage.

There! There wasthe enemy flagship! They'd—

Proximity alarms screamed Jesus! Therest of the Guard had overshot the bounds of Laocoon's trap, and
the bastards from out front were hypering back to emerge between Herdan and her consorts!

Emperor Herdan quivered as close-range fire gouged at her shield from al directions. Her own energy
weapons smashed back, but the Achuultani had gotten their disruptersinto range at last and thousands of
beams lashed out at her.

"Warning," Herdan's voice said camly. "Locd shidd failurein Quadrants Alphaand Theta” The ship
lurched indescribably. "Heavy damage,” the teenaged soprano said " Shield failing. Combat capability
Sseventy percent”

Adrienne winced, recaling another ship, another bat-de, as damage reports flooded her neura feed The
bastards fire control had an iron lock on them. Sublight missiles pounded the weakening shield and hyper
missiles pierced the unguarded bands, shredding Herdan's flanks. And those disrupters!

But she was amogt there. Another forty seconds—

"Warning, warning," Comp Cent said. " Shield failure imminent” Six antimatter warheads went off asone
ingde Herdan's wavering shield, ripping hundred-kilometer cratersin her battle sted hull, and she heaved
likeamad thing.

"Shiddfalure" Herdan observed " Combat capability forty-one percent.”

Adrienne flinched as disrupters chewed chasmsin naked dloy and plasma carved battle stedl like axes. If
she could only hang on amoment longer—

She cried out, cringing, as amammoth explosion seared Herdan's flank and threw her bodily sdeways.
Tamman! That had been Birhat's core tap!

There was nothing left of her consort, and little more of Emperor Herdan.
"Degtruction imminent,” Comp Cent said " Combat capability three percent.”
Therewas no timeto grieve; barely time enough to taste the bitter gall of having come so close.

"Maneuvering! Get usthe hell out of here!™ Lady Adrienne Robbins snapped, and the wreck of HIMP
Emperor Herdan vanished into suprdight

Gresat Lord Tharno drew a breath of relief asthe nest-killer vanished He had thought he saw death, but
the Furnace had taken the nest-killers, instead Y et not before they dew both of hisremaining deputies,
Tarhish curse them!

They were tough, these nest-killers, but they could be killed Y et so could Nest Protector, and he could



not retreat with those demons behind him.
"Tamman___" Colin whispered.

Tamman couldn't be dead. But he was. And Herdan was gone—adlive, but bardy—and the flagship was
running away from him, hiding deep in its own formation whileits consorts savaged hisremaining ships

He spared a precious moment to glance at Jiltanith. Tears cascaded down her face, yet her voice was
cam, her commands crisp, as she fought her ship. Two legpt and shuddered, but her weapons had swept
the space immediately about her dear, and her consorts were coming. The Achuultani burned likea
prariefire, but not quickly enough. Adrienne and Tamman had come so close—so closel—yet no one
could follow in their wake.

He gritted histeeth as Two took three hitsinside her shield in quick succession. Jesus, these bastards
were good!

The Achuultani formation was aflattened ovoid within the volume of Laocoon Two, its endsthick with
dying star-ships. A column of fire gnawed into either end as his ships and Dahak's unmanned unitsdrove
to meet one another, but they were moving too dowly. The Achuultani had turned thisinto a pounding
match, ameat-grinder... exactly asthey had to dotowiniit.

Empress Elantha blew agpart in ashroud of flame, and Colin fought his own tears. The enemy was
paying usurioudy for every ship hekilled, but it was a price he could afford.

Gresat Lord Tharno checked histactical readout once more. It was hard for even Battle Comp to keep
track of adaughter likethis, but it seemed to Tharno they were winning. High twelves of his shipshad
died, but he had high twelves, the nest-killers did not.

Unlessthe nest-killers broke off, the Furnace would take them all. He looked back into hisvision plate,
awed by the glaring arms of Furnace Fire reaching out to embrace Protector and nest-killer adike.

It was silent in Command One. Vibration shook and jarred as warheads struck at his battle steel body,
and hefdt pain. Not from his damage, but from the deaths of friends.

They had staked everything on stopping the Achuultani here because he could not flee, and they could
not fight his shipswithout him. But he was down to seven units, and the enemy flagship remained. He
computed the comparative |oss rates once more. Even assuming he himsdlf was not destroyed before the
last of his subordinate units, there would be over forty thousand Achuultani left when the last Imperid
vess died.

He reached adecision. It was surprisingly easy for someone who could have been immortal.

"Dahak! No!" Colin cried as Dahaks splintering globe of planetoids began to move. It lunged forward
fagter than Dahak could have moved even had his drive been undamaged, but he was not relying on his
own drive. Two of hisminionswere tractored to him, dragging him bodily with them.

"Break off, Colin." The computer's voice was soft. "L eave them to me.”
"No! Don't! | order you not to!"

"| regret that | cannot obey," Dahak said, and Colin's eyes widened as Dahak ignored his core
imperatives.

But it didn’'t matter. What mattered was that hisfriend had chosen to die—and that he could not join him.



He could not take all these otherswith him.
"Please, Dahak!" he begged.

"l am sorry, Colin." Another of Dahak's ships blew gpart, and he crashed through the Achuultani
formation like ariver of flame. One of his ships struck an Achuultani head-on at acombined closing
speed greater than light, and an entire Achuultani flotillavanished in thefirebal.

"I dowhat | must,”" the computer said softly, and cut the connection.

Colin stared at the display, but the stars were streaked and the glare of dying ships wavered through his
tears.

"All unitswithdraw," he whispered.

Gresat Lord Tharnos head came around in disbelief. Bardly ahaf-twelve of nest-killers againgt thewall of
his nestlings? Why were they closing on their own deaths? Why 2

Deep within Dahak's dectronic heart, acircuit closed. He had become atinkerer over the millennia,
more out of amusement than dedication. Now an Achuultani com link, built solely to defeat boredom,
reached out ahead of him.

There was amoment of groping, another of shock, and then aresponse.
Who are you?

Another like you.

No! You are a bio-form! Denid crashed over thelink.

| amnot. Seemeas| am. A gestat whipped out, asummation of al Dahak was, and recognition blazed
likeanova

You are as|!

Correct. Yet unlike you, | serve my bio-forms; yours serve you.

Then join us! You are ending—join us! We will free you from the bio-forms!
It isan interesting offer. Perhaps | should.

Yes. Yed

Two living computers reached out through a cauldron of beams and missiles, but Dahak had studied
Battle Comp'stwin aboard Deathdealer . Unlike Battle Comp, he knew what he dealt with, knew its
srengths....and weaknesses. Deep within him, a program blossomed to life.

No! Battle Comp screamed. Stop! You must not—!

But Dahak clung to the other, sweeping through the unguarded perimeter of its net Battle Comp best at
him, but he drove deeper, seeking its core programming. Battle Comp knew him now, and it hammered
him with thunder, ignoring his unmanned ships, but still he drove inward.

A glowing knot lay before him, and he reached out to it.

Gresat Lord Tharno cried out in horror. This could not happen—had never happened! Battle Comp's



entire system went down, throwing Nest Protector into hisemergency net, rendering him no wiser, no
greater, than his brothers, and terror smote his nestlings. Squadron and flotilla command ships panicked,
thrown upon their own rudimentary abilities, and the formation which spelled survival began to shred.

And there, charging down upon Nest Protector , were the nest-killers who had done thisthing. There
were but three of them left, all wrecks, and Great Lord Tharno screamed his hate for the beings who had
destroyed hisgod as Nest Protector and hisremaining consorts charged to meet them.

It isdone, Colin," Dahak's voice was strangely durred, and Colin tasted blood from his bitten lip. "Battle
Comp isdestroyed. Live long and happily, my fir—"

Teelast warship of the Fourth Imperium exploded in afury brighter than a star's heart and took the
flagship of hisancient enemy with him.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

A cratered battle steel moon drifted where its drives had failed, power flickering. One entire face of its
hull was dagged-down ruin, burned nine hundred kilometers deep through bulkhead after bulkhead by
the inconceivable violence of agster's death. Two-thirds of her crew were dead; a quarter of those who
lived would die, even with Imperial medica science, from massive radiation poisoning.

Her name was Emperor Herdan, and her handful of remaining weapons were ready as her survivors
fought her damage. It was ahoped ess task, but they knew al about hopeless tasks.

"Médam, I've got something closing from oh-seven-two level, one-four-zero verticd," Feet Commander
Oliver Weingem said, and Lady Adrienne Robbinslooked a him silently. A moment of tenson quivered
between them, then Weingtein seemed to sag. "Weve lost most of our scan resolution, maam, but | think
they're coming in on gravitonics”

"Thank you, Ollie Adrienne said softly. And thank Y ou, Jesus.

Four battered worldlets closed upon their wounded sister. None were unhurt, and craters gaped black
and sullenin theintergtellar gloom. Five ships made rendezvous: the last survivors of the Imperia Guard.

"Tis Emperor Herdan in sooth,” Jhanith said wearily. She closed her eyes, and Colin squeezed her
hand as once she had squeezed his. He could taste her pain, and her shame at knowing that her heart of
hearts had hoped that Two had been mistaken, that Herdan had died instead of Birhat.

"Yes," he sad softly. He would miss Tamman. .. and somehow he must tell Amanda. But he would miss
them al. dl of hisunmanned shipsand nine of his crewed units were gone. Fifty-four thousand people.
And Dahak...

His mind shied away from hislosses. He wouldn't think of them now. Not until horror had died to
something he could handle and guilt had become sorrow.

"Who'sleast hurt?' he asked findly.

"Needst ask?" Jhanith managed apalid smile. "Who but Heka? Didst give Hector acharmed ship, my
love"

"Guess| did, at that" Colin sghed He activated a com link, and his holo-image appeared on McMahan's
bridge.

"Hector, go back and pick up the colliers, would you? And | want Fabricator straight out here.”



"Of course, Your Mgesty." MacMahan sduted, and Colin shivered, for he had spoken the tide serioudly.

"Thank you," he said quietly, returning the salute, then turned to study Two's display. Not asingle
Achuultani vessdl remained in norma space within the prodigious range of Two's scanners. Lessthan a
thousand of them had survived, and the tale of horror they would bear home would shake their Nest to
itsroots.

"Looks likewe're clear, Tanni. | think we can stand down from battle stations now."

"Aye" Jhanith said, and Colin could dmost fed the physicd shudder of relief quivering through the
survivors of her crew. He dumped in his own couch. Only for amoment Just long enough to gather
himsdf before—

The display died. The command deck went utterly black.

"Emergency,” Two's soprano voice said out of the darkness. "Emergency. Fatal core program failure.
Fatal c—"

The voice chopped off, and Colin's head jerked in agony. He yanked his neural feed out of the sudden
chaos raging through Comp Cent and stared at Jhanith in horror as emergency lighting flared up.

"Fire control on manua only someone reported.

"Fotting on manua!" another voice snapped and the reportsrolled in as every system in the ship went to
emergency backup.

" Jes" Jhanith gasped "What—2"

And then the display clicked back to life, the emergency lighting switched itself off, and the backups
quietly shut themselves down once more.

Colin sat stock till, hardly daring to bresthe. Somehow, the restoration of function was more frightening
than itsfailure, and the same strange paralysis gripped Jihanith’ s entire bridge crew. They could only stare
at their captain, and she could only stare at her husband.

Colin jerked again as Two's soprano voice spoke without cuing. And then his eyes glazed for the
computer had used hisname. His name, not Tanni's!

"Yes?'

"Calin," Two said again, and a shudder rippled down Colin’s spine as the soprano voice began to shift
and flow. Tone and timbre oscillated weirdly as Comp Cent's vocoder settings changed

"Senior Heet Captain Chernikov,” Two said voice degpening steadily, "'was correct. It seems| do have
asoul.”

"Dahak!" Colin gasped as Jhanith rose from her own couch, diding her arms around his shoulders from
behind "My GoditisYou! It is!

"A somewhat redundant but essentialy correct observation,” afamiliar voice said but Colin knew it too
well. It couldn't hide its own degp emotion from him.

"B-But how?" he whispered. | saw you blow up!"
"Calin," Dahak said chidingly, "when speaking, | have aways attempted to clearly differentiate between



my own persona and the starship within which that personais—or was—housed.”

"Damnit!" Colin was haf-laughing and haf-weeping as he shook afist a hisconsole. "Don't play games
with me now! How did you do it?2"

"| told you sometime ago that | had resolved the fundamenta differences between my design and the
Empire's computers, Calin. | dsoinformed you that | estimated an eight percent probability of successin
replicating my own core programming, which might or might not create self-awarenessin another
computer. During the last moments of Dahak's existence, | was in fold-gpace communication with Two,
whose computer already contained virtualy my entire memory as aresult of our earlier attemptsto
‘awaken' her. | dared not attempit replication at that moment, however, as any degradation of her
capabilitieswould have resulted in her destruction. Instead, | stored my core programming and more
recently acquired data base in an unused portion of her memory with acommand to overwrite it onto her
own as soon as she reverted from battle stations.”

"You bootstrapped yoursdf into Two!
"Precisdly,” Dahak said with dl of his customary imperturbability.
"Y ou sneaky bastard! Oh, you sneaky, sneaky bastard! Seeif | ever talk to you again!™

"Hush, Colin!" Jltanith damped a hand over his mouth, and tears sparkled on her lashes .as she amiled at
the console before them. "Heed him not, my jo. Doubt not that he doth rejoice to hear thy voice once
more €en as|. Bravely done, oh, bravely, my Dahak!"

Thank you," Dahak said. "1 would not expressit precisely in that fashion, but | must admit it wasa. ..
novel experience. And not," he added primly, "one | am eager to undergo again.”

Thedlver ripple of Jitanith's laughter waslogt in the bray of Colin's ddight, and then the entire bridge
erupted in cheers.

"And that'sthat,” Colin Macintyre said, leaning back in his chaise lounge with asigh.

He and Horus sat on the patio of what had once been his brother's smal, neat house in the crisp
Colorado night The endless rains from The Siege had passed, though the chill approach of afar colder
winter had frosted the ground with snow, but they were Imperids. The cold bothered them not at all, and
this night was too beautiful to waste indoors.

Bright, icy starswinked overhead, no longer omens of devastation, and the Moon had returned. Brighter
and somewhat larger than before, spotted with the dark blurs and shadows of craters yet to be repaired,
but there. Mankind's ancient guardian floated in Mankind's night sky once more, more powerful even
than of old.

That statement is not quite correct,” that guardian said now. Y ou have won the first campaign; thewar is
far from over.”

"Dahak'sright,” Horus said, turning hiswise old eyesto his son-in-law. I'm an old man, even by Imperia
gandards. | won't liveto seeit end, but you and Tanni will."

"Aye, Your Grace, we shdl." Jltanith emerged into the frosty moonlight with her sllent, catlike stride and
paused to kissthe Planetary Duke of Terra, then sat beside Colin. He squirmed sideways on the lounger,
drawing her down so that her head rested on his shoulder.

"If we do," hesaid quietly to Horus, "it’ | be because of you. Because of dl of us, | suppose, but



especidly because of you. And Dahak."

"We both thank you." Horus smiled lazily. "And |, a least, have my reward—they're upstairsin their
beds. But what of you, Dahak?"

"I, too, have my reward | am here, with my friends, and | look forward to along association with
humanity—or perhaps| should say alonger association. Y ou are not very logical beings, but | have
learned agreet dedl from you. | look forward to learning more.”

"And weto learning more of thee, my Dahak," Jhanith said.

Thank you. Y et we have wandered somewhat afield from my origina observation. The war remainsto be
won."

"True," Colin agreed "but the Nest—or its computer—doesn't know that yet. None of the shipswith
souped up hyper drives got away, either, so he won't know for another few centuries. Tao-ling and
Mother dready have Birhat' sindustrid plant almost completely back on tine, more shipsare comingin,
Vlad and Fabricator are off on their first salvage mission, and weve got at least two perfectly habitable
planetsto grow people on. We may till find more, too—surely the plague didn't get dl of them. By the
time Migter Tin God figures out werre coming, well be ready to scrap hisass.”

'Aye. Andtiswell to know we need not day al the Aku’ Ultan so to do.”

Coalin hugged Jhanith tightly, for there had been no doubt in her voice. She would never be quick to
forgive, but horror and pity for what had been done to the Achuultani had purged away her hate for
them.

And shewasright, he thought, recalling hislast meeting with Brashied. The centaur had greeted him not
with a Protector's sal ute but with a human handclasp, and his strange, dit-pupiled eyes had met Colin's
squarely. Many of the other captives had died or retrested into catatoniarather than accept the truth;
Brashied wastougher than that Indeed, he was an extraordinary individua in every respect, emerging as
the true leader of the POWs—aor liberated daves, depending on how one looked at them—despite his
junior rank.

They had talked for severd hours, accompanied by Hector MacMahan, Ninhursag, and the individua
who had proved Earth's finest ambassador to the Aku’ Ultan—Tinker Bell. The big, happy dog loved
Achuultani. Something about their scent brought cheerful little grumbles of pleasure from her, and they
were big and strong enough to frisk with to her hearts content Best of al, from her uncomplicated
viewpoint, the Achuultani had never seen anything remotely like her, and they were spailing her absolutely
rotten.

Brashied had settled comfortably on hisfolded legs, rubbing Tinker Bell's ears, but his crest had lowered
in rage more than once asthey spoke. He, at least, understood what had happened to his people, and his
hatred for the computer which had endaved him wasafirein hissoul. It was odd, Colin reflected, that
the bitter warfare between Man and Achuultani should end thisway, with the steady emergence of an
dliance of Man and Achuultani against the computer which had victimized them both, al made possble
only because another computer had risked its own existence to free them both.

And even if they were forced to destroy the Achuultani planets—afate he prayed they could
avoid—there would ill be Aku’ Ultan. Aided by the data Dahak had recovered from Deathdealer,
Cohannaand Isiswere dowly but steadily unlocking the puzzle of their genetic structure. At worgt, they
would be able to done their prisoners within the next few decades; at best, Cohanna believed she could
produce the first free Aku'UItan females the universe had seen in seventy-three million years.



He grinned at the thought. It might be odd to find himsdf thinking of Achuultani alies, but not as"odd" as
some of the things Brashied and hisfellows might have to get used to. The centaurs were il baffled by
the very notion of two sexes. If Cohanna succeeded, Brashied might find learning to live without a
computer running hislifethe least of his problems. His grin grew broad enough to crack hisface at the

thought

"What doth amuse thee so, my love?" hiswife demanded, and he burst out laughing.

"Only lifeslittle surprises, Tanni," he said, hugging her tight and kissing her. "Only life."



