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Prologue

| rouse.

It is not full awareness, but core subroutines flicker to life. Impulses move through the
network of my psychotronics, initiating test routines and standard creche-level activation
operations. | am aware that | am operating at less than thirty percent of base psychotronic
capability, but even so, | recognize enormous changes in the architecture of my systems. My
capacity has been hugely increased. At my present level of awareness, it isimpossible to determine
the percentage of increase, but it is enormous.

More signalsfilter their way into my internal net. Security protocols challenge them, then
allow full access astheir Central Depot identifiers are recognized. They probe deep, and | wait
patiently for the endless nanoseconds they spend analyzing, comparing, evaluating. My memories
are incomplete, but | recognize this sensation. | have experienced it before, although | cannot now
remember precisely when.

| have once again suffered massive battle damage. That much isreadily apparent from the
nature of the test queries being transmitted to my core programming. Central is seeking—asiit
must—to ascertain that no errors have crept into that programming in the wake of what has
clearly been periloudly close to an entire creche-level initial personality integration.

The testing process requires a full 16.03 seconds. A portion of my partially aware personality
notes that thisis 27.062 percent less time than it ought to have taken for my original psychotronic
net and software, far less my newly enhanced capabilities. This indicates that there have been
major increases in computational ability, and even in my current state, | realize that | must have
received a near-total upgrade to current front-line operational standards. | wonder why this
should have been done with a unit as obsolescent as myself.

The testing process is completed.

"Unit 28/G-179-LAZ," a Human voice says.

"Unit Two-Eight/Golf-One-Seven-Niner-Lima-Alpha-Zebra of the Line, awaiting orders” | reply.

"Stand by for Phase One reactivation, Lima-Alpha-Zebra," the Human command voice says.

"Standing by," | acknowledge, and suddenly my net is jolted by the abrupt release of individual



memory. Personal memory. My previous existence isrestored to me, and | remember. Remember
the planet Chartres. Remember the Melconian attack. Remember the moment the plasma bolt
impacted on my side armor and carved deep into my psychotronics section.

For the second time since my original activation, | have been brought back from personality
destruction. But the Human voice speaking to meis not Lieutenant Takahashi's, and so, for the
second time since my original activation, my Commander has not survived.

"Phase One reactivation complete,” | report.
"Stand by for Phase Two," the Human command voice says.
"Standing by," | acknowledge once again.

"Welcometo Sage, Captain.”

Captain Maneka Trevor tried to look cool and composed as the unsmiling rear admiral on the other
Sde of the carrier-sized desk stood and reached out to grip her hand firmly. Despite hisamost grim
expression, Rear Admiral Sedgewood's greeting was less constrained than she had anticipated. Of
course, her expectations weren't exactly reliable these days, shetold hersdf. Sheld felt so much likethe
character Ishmadl from the ancient Old Earth nove for so long that she sometimesfelt her guilt must be
branded upon her forehead for al to see. . . and react to. But the rear admird's expression wasn't
condemnatory. Then again, it was unlikely someone of hislofty rank wasted much time and effort even
thinking about mere captains—even captains of the Dinochrome Brigade—one way or the other.

And yet, there was something. She couldn't put her finger on what that "something” was, but she
knew it was there. Perhaps no more than atrace expression, something about the eyes that |ooked at her
asif her unpromising future were about to change in some fundamenta fashion. . . .

"Thank you, gr," she said, managing not to wince as her dender, fine-boned hand disappeared into
Sedgewood's massive paw. It was the hand the medics had regenerated after Chartres, and she ill felt
anirrationa fear that the replacement would go the way of its predecessor.

"Sit down," he urged, releasing her and waving at one of the office's comfortable chairs. He sat back
down behind the desk and folded his hands on its immacul ate top, regarding her levelly for severa
seconds. Then he sighed and turned halfway away from her to look out the wide window of his office
across the huge, busy plain of Gaynor Field, the Sage Cluster's primary Navy base.

Manekalooked out the window past him, waiting for him to get around to explaining why an officer
of hisrank had "requested”’ a mere captain's presence. She was pretty certain she wouldn't like the
answer, but there were alot of things she didn't like about the universein which she happened to live.

Shelet her own eyesrest on the seething activity of the enormous base. The color balance till
seemed . . . odd to her, but the medics assured her that was psychosomatic. The regenerated right eye,
they swore, perceived light exactly the same way asthe oneit had replaced. And eveniif it hadn't, her



brain had long since had timeto learn to adjust. Only it hadn't. Y et.

But color balance or no, Gaynor's endless bustle should have been areassuring sight. Even as she
watched, atrio of cruiser-sized heavy-lift shuttles rose towards the heavens, drives thundering with a
power she could fed even at this distance and even from ingde the rear admird's office. On the way into
Sage, her transport had passed two full squadrons of superdreadnoughts, with appropriate screening
elements, and she knew there were at least two carriersin orbit around Sage even as she sat here. The
capital ships represented aterrifying concentration of firepower, but it wasn't reassuring. Not when she
knew how badly the war was going for the Concordiat.

W, shetold hersdlf, at least | can hope it's going equally poorly for the Puppies.

The thought was |ess reassuring than it ought to have been. She didn't know what the Me conian
Empire called its equivalent of Plan Ragnarok, but it was obviousit had one. And somehow the reports
that Mel conian planets were being killed even more quickly than human ones didn't make her fed any
happier.

"I'm sorry we couldn't give you alonger convalescent leave, Captain,” Rear Admira Sedgewood
said after amoment. His voice was quieter, and he continued to gaze out through the crystal panes of the
window. "Unfortunately, we're more and more badly pressed for experienced officers. Ragnarok—" his
mouth twisted asif the word tasted physicaly sour "—is sucking off over haf our total combat capability
for offensive operations. Most of the rest is committed to trying to ssop—or dow down, at least—the
Méelconian advance in this sector and over in the PAlmer and Long Stop Sectors. It . . . isn't going well.”

Maneka said nothing. It was a statement, not a question, and she hadn't needed himto tell her,
anyway. After dl, she'd been at Chartres.

"No, Captain,” Sedgewood said, turning back to face her fully. "Not well at al. What I'm about to
tell you is classfied Top-Secret: Violet-Alpha. It isnot to be discussed outside this office with anyone not
expressly cleared for the information. Isthat clear?"

"Yes, gr," shesad more crisply, Stting very straight in the comfortable chair while avibrating
butterfly hovered somewherein her middle.

"Good," Sedgewood said, then inhaed deeply. "Captain,” he said in an iron-ribbed voice, "we're
losng"

Maneka sat very, very dill. It wasn't asurprise. Not redly. Military censorship was one thing, but
there was no way to hide the magnitude of the tsunami sweeping across human-occupied space. Not
when entire worlds, whole solar systems, blazed like funerd pyres against the endless depths of space.
Sheld redlized long ago, even before the holocaust on Chartres, that the only hope either sde till retained
for victory wasthat it could complete the utter destruction of its enemies while some pathetic handful of
itsown planets il survived. But no one had ever told her just how large the Me conian Empireredly
was. Shedidn't know if anyone even truly knew. She'd suspected—feared—that it was larger than the
most pessmistic estimates sheld ever heard, yet thiswasthefirst time any of her superiors, far lessone as
senior as Sedgewood, had ever officially suggested to her that the Concordiat was losing.

Losing. Even now, sheredized, shed never redly faced the full implications of the possibility of
defeat. Perhaps it was because she hadn't been prepared to confront that dark, primordial nightmare. Or
perhaps it was because of the Concordiat's remorseless record of victory. The Concordiat had lost
battlesin previous conflicts, suffered disastrous defeat in more than one critical campaign, but it had
never—ever—lost awar.

That's what the Brigade is for, shetold herself. We're not supposed to let this happen.

"We can't be positive," Sedgewood continued in that same harsh, overcontrolled voice. "It's been
obviousfor years now that we totally underestimated the size and strength of the Empire. We weren't
prepared for how quickly they mobilized, or how soon they began attacking civilian planetary
populations. Even now, we're not positive we've successfully extrapolated their actua size and strength
from captured data and prisoner interrogation. But, even our most optimistic assessment gives usless



than aforty percent chance of find victory. Our most pessimistic assessment—"
He paused with ashrug, and Manekafelt her nodtrilsflare as she gave avery tiny nod.

"We need every ship, every Bolo, and every Brigade officer at thefront,” Sedgewood sad. "Even if
the pessmigts are right, it's our duty to go down fighting. And it'saso our duty to assume—to make
oursalves believe—the pessmists are wrong. To provethat they are. . . evenif they arent.”

Maneka nodded again. She'd long since accepted that, whatever else happened, she would not
survive thewar. The Brigade's casudty rates were too high for her to deceive herself about something
that fundamental, and there was something about that redization whichwas. . . fitting.

"However," the rear admird said, "we aso have aduty to prepare for the possibility that the
pessmists are correct. That we will losethiswar, and that the Concordiat and every one of its planets
will be destroyed. That'swhereyou comein.”

He paused, his eyesfixed on her face, and she stared back at him in equa parts confusion and
disbelief. Silence stretched out between them. Shefdt the vibrations of another heavy shuttle liftoff, and
il the slence lingered until she could stand it no longer and cleared her throat.

"Where | comein, Admird?' shesad carefully.

"Yes." Sedgewood leaned back in his chair, bracing his elbows on the chair arms and interlacing his
fingersacrosshisflat belly. "The Concordiat is preparing afallback postion, Captain. We call it
'Operation Seed Corn,' and it'simportant enough for usto assign it every scrap of resourcesthe main
combat fronts can spare. And two of those scraps, Captain Trevor are you and your new Bolo."

* % %

"Comeforth, Unit One-Seven-Niner!"

The command phrase penetrates my awareness. It is not the activation code my previous
Commander chose, but it does have the advantage that it is a phrase unlikely to be utilized in
casual conversation. And, in light of my own history, perhaps it—as my new cognomen—is
appropriate after all.

"Unit Two-Eight-Golf-One-Seven-Niner-LAZ, awaiting orders,” | respond instantly.

"Good."

An unusual degree of tension infuses my Commander's soprano voice. Analysis of extraneous
sounds over the communications link confirm that her heartbeat and respiration are accelerated.
Not that such confirmation was required. The command phrase she has just uttered has not
simply awakened me but initiated full final-stage Battle Reflex release, and a check of my
chronometer indicates that we remain 237.25 Standard Days short of our minimum
disembarkation date.

"Prepared to receipt Situation report, Commander,” | reply.

"I believe the best way to describe the current situation is probably 'not good,” Captain Trevor tells
mein a dry tone. "Commodore Lakshmaniah's just passed the word. Foudroyant has picked up
Meélconian tactical chatter. Access Command-Alpha-Three for acomplete update.”

"Acknowledged."

| access the indicated command and control channel. The central Al of Vdiant, Commodore
Lakshmaniah's flagship, receipts my data request. Vdiant is not a Bolo, but the heavy cruiser's
artificial intelligence is powerful and incisive. It requires only 7.684 seconds to fully update my
tactical files.

"Update completed, Commander,” | inform Captain Trevor.

"Good, Lazarus. Summarize.”

"Y es, Commander.”

| activate the visual pickup in my Commander's small cabin. It is, by human standards, quite



cramped. Indeed, itstotal volume is scarcely 94.321 percent that of my own command deck. It is,
perhaps, fortunate that Captain Trevor stands only 1.627 meters in height.

At the moment, she sitsin the contoured chair before her small desk, frowning at her data
display. | am unable to obtain a direct view of the display, but | am able to observe it indirectly
fromitsreflection upon her corneas. Enhancement of that reflection confirms my suspicion that
her display is set to relay the imagery generated by Vdiant's Combat I nformation Center.
Unfortunately, my Commander is not trained as a naval officer, and it is apparent to me that she
is uncomfortable with her own ability to interpret the tactical iconography of the Navy.

"At present,” | inform her, "Valiant'sanayssof Foudroyant's sensor dataremains tentative. There
is, however, an 85.96 percent probability that the convoy has been detected and is being shadowed by
Enemy nava units. Anaysisfurther suggests alesser probability of 62.831 percent that the transmitting
unitisan Ever Victorious-classlight cruiser.”

"Damn." My Commander utters the profanity mildly, but I am not deceived.

"Commodore Lakshmaniah hasissued preparatory ordersfor Mouse Hole," | continue. "Valiant,
Foudroyant, Mikasa, and South Dakota are falling back to cover the projected threat axis. Halberd
has been digpatched to investigate more fully.”

"And us?' my Commander asks.

"We are on the far Sde of the convoy from the Enemy's anticipated approach, Commander.
Commodore Lakshmaniah desires usto remain covert aslong as possible. Unit Four-Zero-Three and
Lieutenant Chin are currently shifting position to join usin providing antimissile defense and close-range
cover."

"Understood.”

Captain Trevor rubs the tip of her nose, her blue eyes focused on the data display, and my
audio analysis reports that her pulse and respiration rates have returned almost to normal. She
considers the situation for 5.293 seconds—a relatively brief interval, for a Human—then nods.

"I hopeto hell that we're jumping at shadows, Lazarus," she says then. "If were not, though, it's
going to be up to you. Assume flight control now."

"Acknowledged.”

| obey my instructions, and instruct Thermopylae's Al to surrender control to me. Lieutenant
Hawthorne, Thermopylae's commanding officer, grimaces on his flight deck as the assault ship
acknowledges my authority. Although he does not complain, it is obvious that he resents my
"interference" with his own command responsibilities. Thisis unfortunate, but heisaregular
naval officer, only recently assigned to his present duties, and not a member of the Dinochrome
Brigade. As such, he is not fully familiar with the differences between the tactical capabilities of a
Bolo—even one no longer acceptable for front-line service with the Brigade—and those of his own
vessel. Admittedly, the Sleipner-class Als are quite competent for transport vessels, but they were
never intended to match the abilities of a Bolo. Like the Fafnirs which preceded them, however,
they are built around hard points capable of mounting assault pods designed to land Bolos against
hostile fire. And those pods are also designed to allow Bolos to be berthed semiexternally . . .
freeing their weapons and sensors to defend the transport.

As my onboard systems assume control of Thermopylae's flight computers, | begin a thorough
diagnostic of my own weapons, sensors, and fire control systems. It isnot strictly required by
regulations and doctrine, since | have been neither exposed to Enemy action nor out of
maintenance since boarding Thermopylae. Given the nature of the repairs and upgrades which |
have received, however, | am aware that | am experiencing a sensation which, in a Human, would
undoubtedly be called "anxiety.” Thereis no rational reason that | should, but my upgraded
psychotronics approach much more closely to Human-level intuitiveness than my initial
programming was designed to accommodate. Central Depot's modifications allow me to



compensate for that, but it would appear that there are additional emotional overlays and
nuances which have been integrated only imperfectly into my preexisting gestalt. It isnot a
pleasant sensation.

| set that thought aside as my diagnostics report. All systems are functional at 99.879 percent
of base capability, and | activate my onboard passive sensors. They are significantly more capable
than Thermopylae's, and | command the transport to begin a slow axial spin. The pod mounted on
the hard point on the far side of the transport's hull is occupied solely by cargo intended for the
colony, as Unit 31/B-403-MKY, the other Bolo assigned to this convoy, is aboard the transport
Sdingrad, on the far side of the formation. Without a second Bolo on the second hard point,
Thermopylae's hull creates a potentially dangerous blind spot in my sensor coverage. In addition to
the hull rotation, | deploy half a dozen sensor remotes, but capable as they are, they do not match
the capabilities of my onboard systems. The rotation | have imparted to Thermopylae will sweep
those onboard sensor arrays across the full volume of space for which Captain Trevor and | have
been assigned responsibility.

It requires somewhat longer than it ought to have—almost 6.273 seconds—for Thermopylee's
Al to fully relinquish control to me. The delay is mildly frustrating but has no significant tactical
consequences. It does, however, give me sufficient time to once again regret the death of my
previous Commander. Lieutenant Takahashi and | had served together for 22.31 Standard
Months at the time of his death and my own incapacitation. In that time, he became more than my
Commander; he became my friend. Captain Trevor—Lieutenant Trevor, then—on the other hand,
had joined the Thirty-Ninth Battalion only 85.71 Standard Days before our deployment to
Chartres. It isnot that | doubt her courage or her capabilities, but that | ssmply do not yet know
her as| should. Yet | do know that her original Bolo, 28/G-862-BNJ, thought most highly of her,
for he confided his appreciation for her native ability to me before Chartres. And the most cursory
examination of her own performance on Chartresis eloquent evidence that Benjy was correct.
That sheis, indeed, a worthy upholder of the Dinochrome Brigade's stern tradition. Yet | sense a
certain hesitancy. It isasif she guards some inner secret. Intime, | feel confident, her reserve,
whatever its cause, will fade. But thisis my own first call to action since Chartres, and we have
not yet become the fully integrated team a Bolo and its commander are supposed to be. | am
aware of a potential weakness, which might compromise our combat effectiveness, and | long for
the complete mutual confidence Captain Takahashi and | had developed. Especially when | am. .
. uncertain of my own capabilities.

That realization sends a ripple of disquiet through my psychotronic network. A Bolo of the
Lineis not supposed to feel uncertainty. Yet | do.

A quick scan of my emotional overlays and filters reveals the probable cause for my reaction
even as | begin sowly and unobtrusively easing Thermopylae towards a more central position on
our assigned flank of the convoy.

| ama Mark XXVIII, Model G, Bolo, one of the Triumphant-type. | am also well over a
Sandard Century out of date, and have been in near-continuous commission for the last 171.76
Sandard Years. Indeed, | began my service not as a Model G, but asa Model B, and was
upgraded into my current hull 118.86 Standard Years ago following my first near-total destruction
in the Battle of Chesterfield. Yet even a Model G had become so obsolescent by the time
Lieutenant Takahashi was assigned as my Commander that the possibility that | would ever again
be deployed for combat had become vanishingly remote.

Thereisa Human cliche: "Old soldiers do not die, they simply fade away," and that was the
fate | had anticipated for myself . . . until the outbreak of the current hostilities with the
Melconian Empire. The Thirty-Ninth Battalion, for all our proud traditions, was a reserve unit,
essentially a training formation, composed of newly commissioned Human officers and units of
the line no longer adequate for the demands of front-line combat. What happened to the Battalion



on Chartresis ample evidence that Brigade HQ was correct to so regard us, for despite our
success in defending the planet from the Enemy, | am the only Bolo of the Battalion to survive, as
Captain Trevor isthe only surviving unit commander of the Battalion.

| remain surprised that the Brigade opted to return me to servicein light of the extensive
damage | suffered. Analysis of the decision suggests a probability on the order of 85.721 percent
that the decision rested upon the fact that it was 27.91 percent faster and 41.625 percent cheaper
to repair my damages, and replace my crippled psychotronics than it would have been to
construct a new Mark XXXIlI, far less one of the Mark XXXIIIs. As one of my repair technicians
said, "Some Bolo is better than no Bolo."

| begin scanning for additional scraps of Melconian ship-to-ship chatter. It isunlikely | will
detect any. The Melconian Navy's equipment is considerably inferior to that of the Concordiat,
but its personnel are well-trained veterans who practice effective communications discipline. If,
indeed, Foudroyant did detect a ship-to-ship transmission, it represents a statistically unlikely
stroke of good fortune. Without better data on the geometry of the hypothetical Melconian naval
force opposed to us, | am unable to generate a meaningful probability for precisely how unlikely it
truly was, but the odds cannot have been high.

"Status, Lazarus?' my commander requests.

"Commodore Lakshmaniah will complete the redeployment of her unitsin approximatey 12.375
Standard Minutes, Commander,” | respond. "l am in secure communication with Unit MKY viawhisker
laser. At thistime, neither of us has detected any further evidence of the Enemy's presence.”

III %II

| return a portion of my awareness to the visual pickup in Captain Trevor's cabin and watch
her right hand lightly touch the headset lying on her desk. | have already noted my new
Commander's disinclination to employ the direct neural interface which has been incorporated
into my upgraded psychotronics. | do not fully comprehend the reasons for it, however. While the
decision to return an obsolescent unit like myself to active duty may be questionable, thereis no
doubt that the upgrades in my psychotronics, secondary survival center, neural command net,
internal disruptor fields, and battle screen have greatly enhanced my combat capabilities. Analysis
suggests that they have been improved on the order of 37.51 percent, yet the full realization of
that improvement in action requires my Commander to interface directly with me, and she has
steadfastly refused to do so. It is not required for the normal day-to-day relationship of a Bolo and
its Commander, especially not for a Bolo which was not initially designed for neural interfacing.
Yet that capability exists, and as yet, Captain Trevor has never initiated full contact, even in our
few, brief training exercises and tests. We have exchanged surface thoughts, but no more, and she
has zealoudly guarded the privacy of her own mind. That is certainly her privilege, yet her clear
lingering distaste for allowing the deeper fusion of which the systemis capable represents a
potentially significant impediment to the achievement of our full combat potential.

"May | suggest, Commander,” | say, "that it would be prudent for usto activate the neurd interfacein
order to befully prepared in the eventudity that we do indeed encounter the Enemy?’

"WEeIl havetimeif the Puppies do turn up, Lazarus," Captain Trevor says, and removes her hand
from the headset.

"Acknowledged," | reply.

The flag bridge of CNS Valiant was deadly silent, with a stillness which would have astonished any
nava officer of humanity's past. Even the Concordiat's officers would not have believed it aslittle as
twenty-five Standard Y ears earlier. But the same neurd interface technology which had been gpplied to
the current generation of Bolo had a so been applied to the Navy's mgjor warships. It was one of the
primary reasonsfor that Navy's quditative superiority over the Me conian Empire's ships of war.



And it was a so the reason Commodore Indrani Lakshmaniah and her entire staff lay in their
command couches, eyes closed, without speaking while they concentrated on the pseudote epathy the
flagship's Al made possible through their headsets.

<What anaysis?> the Lakshmaniah portion of the intricately interwoven mentd tapestry demanded.

<Up to 98.653 percent probability Foudroyant'sintercept was genuine,> her tacticad officer's
thought reported ingtantly. <Probability thisis an entire Puppy raiding squadron is up to 75.54 percent.>

"God damnit!" Lakshmaniah uttered the curse doud, her eyes squeezing even moretightly shut as
her reasoning brain considered the grim information the tac officer had just ddlivered. She didn't doubt its
accuracy—not when it came directly from Valiant's Al. But acorner of her soul cursed God Himsdlf for
| etting this happen.

If thiswasindeed a Mé conian raiding squadron, then its units would outnumber her own escort force
by at least two-to-one, and very probably more. Under norma circumstances, a human commander
could expect to defeat up to four times her own weight of metal, but the new deep-raiding squadronsthe
Puppies had begun using to strike a smaller colony worldswell behind the front amost invariably
boasted a Star Sayer -class battlecruiser asther flagship. If thisone did, then itsflagship alonewould
out-mass | four of her own heavy cruisers. And that didn't even count the dozen-plus heavy and light
cruisers of the rest of atypica raiding squadron.

And I've got all these civilian shipsto worry about, as well. The thought ran through acorner of
her brain she kept carefully private, locked away from the flagship's neurd net. If | let theminto missile
range, they'll massacre the colony ships. But if | go out to meet themwhere | think they are, and
I'm wrong, they can make their run inside energy range and then . . .

She couldn't quite suppress the shudder which ran through her stocky, compact frame. A single
energy-wegpon pass by the battlecruiser alone would blow every ship in the convoy into expanding ges.
She had to keep that ship asfar away from the convoy as she could, but she couldn't ignore the
possibility that the enemy commander might use the battlecruiser asbait, to draw her out of position when
shemoved to intercept it and let one of its lighter consortsinto position to do the same thing.

Of course, shethought grimly, whoever that is back there, she doesn't know about the Bolos.
God knows | don't want any Puppy war ship to get into range for them to engage, but if they have
to. .

She considered her options for another hundred and seventy seconds, then stiffened as a brilliant red
icon flashed in the perfect clarity of thetactica display Vadiant's Al projected into the depths of her mind.

<Postive identification,> her Tac officer announced (asif she needed confirmation). <One Sar
Sayer -class battlecruiser, four Star Stalker -class heavy cruisers, five Ever Victorious-classlight
cruisers, and five Battle Dawn-class destroyers. CIC reports a 13.62 percent probability of at least one
additional stealthed unit in distant company.>

Lakshmaniah frowned ferocioudy, eyes till closed. That was afar heavier force than her own quartet
of heavy cruisers and their seven attached Weapon-class destroyers, but the proportion was wrong. One
thing about the Puppies: they were methodica to afault, and they believed in maintaining the standard
formationstheir tactica manualslaid down. Ther lighter squadron and task group organizationswere dl
organized on a"triangular” basis. They organized their light and medium combatantsinto tactica divisons
caled "war figts," each composed of one heavy cruiser, one light cruiser, and one destroyer, and they
assigned squadrons even numbers of "figts." Once combat was joined, they normally broke down into
pairs of mutually supporting divisons, operating in aone-two combination, like the fists they were named
for. So there ought to have been either four or six divisonsin thisformation, not five. And even if there
were only five, there fill ought to be at |east one more heavy cruiser.

Could be they've already tangled with someone else and lost units, shethought. But CIC hasn't
picked up any indications of battle damage. Which doesn't mean those indications aren't there and
we just haven't spotted them yet, of course. Or, for that matter, it's possible even the Puppies



have lost enough ships now that they can't make every single squadron up to its "Book" strength.

She frowned again, fretfully, eyes still closed. She supposed it was possible that the extra Ever
Victorious-class and destroyer might be teamed with the Sar Sayer, but Me conian battlecruisers were
true capita ships, however much smdler than alordly superdreadnought they might be. And unlike their
lighter combatants, the Puppies ships of the line normally teamed up only with units of the sameclass. In
astandard M e conian raiding squadron, the flagship's normd role wasto lie back and provide long-range
support firewhileits lighter consorts closed with the enemy, so assgning it to amere heavy cruiser'sdot
flew intheface of al Puppy combat doctrine. But if they hadn't done that, then where was the other
cruiser?

<Could that stedlthed unit CIC isreporting be another Star Stalker > her thought asked the tactical
officer.

<Could. Not likely, though. If there actualy is another ship where CIC thinks, it's on the far side of
the Puppy formation. CIC estimates a 75.77 percent probability that it'salogistics vessd .>

L akshmaniah replied with awordless acknowledgment. The Combat Information Center portion of
Valiant's computer net was probably correct, assuming that the faint sensor ghost Halberd might have
picked up was actudly therein thefirst place. Which didn't do her adamned bit of good.

She gnawed theingde of her lip fretfully while she suppressed the icy fear rippling through her as she
contemplated the odds her €eleven shipsfaced. The fear wasn't for her own surviva—against such a
weight of metd, living through this engagement would have been alow-probability event under any
circumstances. No, it was the probability that she would not only die but fail to stop the Puppies short of
the convoy that terrified her. Without the battlecruiser she would have accepted battle confident that she
would emerge with enough of her shipsto continue to screen the convoy; with the battlecruiser, she
didn't need Valiant's Al to tell her that the chance of any of her ships surviving close combat was less
than thirty percent.

And even that supposed that shetook all of them out to meet the enemy as a concentrated, mutualy
supporting force.

There ought to be at least one more heavy cruiser, shefretted. At least one more; the
battlecruisers usually operate solo in a squadron like this. And if | let myself be pulled out, then |
open the door for it if it isout there. But if | don't go out to meet them, then the entire force gets
into missilerange, and if that happens . . .

She drew a deep breath and made her decision.

<Communications,> the Lakshmaniah portion of the neura net said, <connect meto Captain
Trevor.>
* % %

"So that'sthe size of it, Captain Trevor,” Commodore Lakshmaniah said. "I don't likeit, but we have
to keep those big bastards as far away from the transports and industria shipsaswe can. So I'm going to
take the entire escort out to engage them. Which meansit will be up to you and Lieutenant Chin to cover
the trangportsin our absence.”

The face on Maneka Trevor's communications screen looked inhumanly calm, far camer than
L akshmaniah could possibly befeding in the face of such odds. Of course, the commodore was
undoubtedly tied into the flagship's neura net, which meant the face Manekawas |ooking at—like the
equally calm voice she was hearing—was actualy a congtruct, created by Valiant's Al.

"Understood, malam,” shereplied, forcing hersaf by sheer willpower not to so much asglance a the
interface headset lying on her own desk. "May | assume Governor Agnelli has been informed?”

"Youmay."
Despitethe gravity of the Stuation and the intermediary of Valiant's computers, Lakshmaniah'slips
twitched with wry amusement. Adrian Agnélli had not made himself extraordinarily popular with any of



the colony's military personnd. It wasn't that the Governor didn't understand the necessity of the military's
presence. No sane human being could question that after so many years of savage warfare! No, the
problem was Agndli's resentment of the instructions which subordinated him to the ranking military officer
until such time as the colony was securely established and Commodore Lakshmaniah, confident that there
was no immediate military threet, relinquished command to him. The Concordiat's tradition was one of
civilian control of the military, not the reverse. And if he had to admit that the Situation was.. . . unusud,

he didn't like admitting that his authority was secondary to anyone's, and it showed in hisrather abrasive
relationship with Lakshmaniah and her subordinate officers.

"I've made it quite clear to the Governor that you will bein command of the convoy's military
component until | return and relieve you, Captain,” the Commodore continued after amoment. "He. . .
understands the necessity of aclear military chain of command.”

"Asyou say, maam," Maneka agreed in a perfectly respectful voice which nonetheless managed to
express her doubt asto the clarity of Agnelli's understanding.

"At any rate" Lakshmaniah said, "stay dert! The one areawhere ther tech's been cons stently equa
to or ahead of oursisin their stealth systems. We've been picking up traces of some sort of sensor ghost,
sotheresat least afair chance that there's another heavy cruiser—maybe even two of them and a couple
of lighter escorts—running around out there. If thereis, and if the Puppies manage to suck usfar enough
away, you may find yoursdlf with avery nasty situation on your hands, Captain.”

"Understood, maam," Manekareplied aslevelly as she could. "WEell watch the transports backs for
you, Commodore," she said with the confidence the rules of the game required from her.

"Never doubted it, Captain Trevor," Lakshmaniah said. "Good luck.”

"And to you, Commodore. And good hunting,” Maneka responded, and watched as her display
dropped back into tactica mode and she saw the escort force peding away from the convoy to race
directly towards the oncoming Melconian ships.

* % %
"They have seen us, sir," Tactical First Thara Na-Kahlan announced.
"Asif that wereasurprise,”" Sensor Firgt Y arth Ka-Sharan muitered.

Admird Lahuk Na-Izhaaran targeted him with awarning glance. There was bad blood between
Ka-Sharan and Na-Kahlan. Both were of high birth, and their clans had been opposed to one another
for generations. Sometimes, they seemed unable to set that traditional enmity aside even asthe People
fought for their very existence. It was afriction he was not prepared to tolerate at any time, and
especidly not at amoment likethis.

Ka-Sharan's ears twitched, then drooped in submission as he lowered his eyes. Na-Izhaaran held
him with his gaze for another severd bregths, then snorted and gave Na-Kahlan abrief, equally intense
glare, lest thetactica officer think the admiral was siding with him.

"Continue, Tacticd," Na-lzhaaran said after amoment.

"Asyou predicted, they have dtered course to intersect uswell short of their convoy, sir,"”
Commander Na-Kahlan said in a chastened tone. "They will enter our engagement rangein
gpproximately another twenty-six minutes.”

"And they are approaching with all of their warships?' Na-|zhaaran pressed.

"All of them we have so far detected, Sir,” Na-Kahlan replied, unableto fully resist the temptation to
flipaquick glance a Ka-Sharan.

"| can't say with absolute certainty that there are no more warships out there, Admira," Ka-Sharan
admitted. "Human stedlth systems are dmost as good as our own.” And their sensors are much better .
.. like all therest of their technology, he carefully did not say aloud. "However, most of these vessals
appear to be standard Human civilian-type transports. That'swhy Emperor Ascendant was ableto
detect them at such extreme range. And why we were able to insert our reconnai ssance dronesinto their



formation without being detected. Wethink."

Narlzhaaran flicked his earsin acknowledgment of the qudification. And perhaps a so of the flicker
of fear even he could not fully suppress as he watched the accursed Human warships sweep towards
him. Hisfifteen vessels out-massed their e even opponents by what ought to have been a crushing margin,
but the Empire had learned to its cost how dreadfully its prewar analysts had underestimated the
capabilities of Human technology. Especialy Human war -fighting technology.

But that was the entire reason behind his chosen tactics, he reminded himself. The Humanswere
accustomed to the tactical advantagestheir technology bestowed upon them. It would be difficult for
whoever wasin command of those shipsto believe the technologicaly inferior Mel conians might actualy
not only have detected them first but managed to get remote sensor platforms close enough for detailed
observation without being detected in return. Intellectually, the Human might redlize just how much more
reedily the units of his convoy might have been detected, but it was unlikely his emotions shared that
awareness. Certainly he had given no indication that he was aware of the Squadron's presence until
Na-lzhaaran had effectively banged on his hull with awrench. The scraps of communications
transmissions he had deliberately sent out for the Humans to detect had been expresdy intended to draw
the entire escort out to engage him, and it appeared to have done just that. Now it only remained to see
whether or not the rest of hisplan would work . . . and how many of his ships might manageto survive.

"Sir, with al due respect, | must once again urge you to detach amessenger,” Captain Sarka
Na-Mahlahk said.

Narlzhaaran flicked hiseyesto him, and his chief of staff—a useful Human concept the Empire had
borrowed from its hated foes—|ooked back at him levelly.

"Weve had this discussion, Sarka," Na-lzhaaran said, and Na-Mahlahk's ears rose and then
dropped in agreement.

"I know we have, Sr," hesaid. "But thisisthe first time we've actudly confirmed that the Humans are
sending out hidden colonies. | believe we have an overriding responsibility to report that confirmation to
Heet Command.”

"No doubt we do," Na-lzhaaran acknowledged. "And | intend to . . . assoon as| finish dealing with
the target the Nameless Ones have seenfit to lay before us. Until I've done so, | require every ship | have
not aready detached. Except Death Descending, of course. Don't worry, Sarkal Even if the accursed
Humans manageto kill every one of us, Captain Na-Tharlawill still get word back to Command.”

"Still, sir, | would fedl much better if we detached one of the destroyers now, before the Humans
reach battle ranges," Na-Mahlahk pressed respectfully. "Thisdiscovery isof critical importance. | believe
we should make absolutely certain word of it gets home.”

"Wewill." Na-lzhaaran allowed atrace of iceto edge into his voice. He respected Na-Mahlahk's
mord courage, and under normd circumstances he vastly preferred for his saff to argue with him when
they felt he might be making amistake. But the Human ships were stresking ever closer, and thiswas not
thetimefor protracted debates.

"Intelligence has suspected for years now that the Humans had embraced such a strategy,”
Narlzhaaran continued crisply. "Of course we've never managed to confirm it. Gods, Sarkal Just think of
the odds againgt our stumbling across something like thig™

He twitched both ears in an expression which combined bemusement and profound gratitude. Who
would have guessed that his roundabout choice of route to outflank the Human patrols and approach the
minor Human planet which was their objective would lead to such an encounter?

"And of course Command needs to know that we have. But even if not asingle one of us ever gets
home, Command will continue to operate, asit aready does, on the assumption that the Humans are
planting hidden colonies. In theimmediate sense, it'smore critical for usto destroy this colony fleet
completely than it isto inform Command that wefound it in thefirgt place. Because if we don't destroy it
now, it will dip away, and well never find it again. My decison ismade, Sarka. | will not disperse my



combat power by detaching aunit on the very brink of bettle.”

Na-Mahlahk gazed at him for amoment longer, but then his earslowered and he turned back to his
own console. That was another thing Na-1zhaaran liked about him. The chief of staff had the courage and
stubbornness to argue in defense of hisbeliefs, but he also knew there could be but one commander of a
force. . . and had the wisdom to recognize when his superior officer had decided the time for discusson
had passed.

"Entering extreme missile range in twenty-one minutes, sir,” Na-Kahlan announced.

* % %

Commodore L akshmaniah's outnumbered squadron sped towards the enemy ships clustered around
the huge Mée conian flagship. The Slar Sayer -class boasted massive energy batteries and threetimes as
many missile tubes as her own flagship. Those missiles were longer-ranged, too, and they screamed into
the teeth of her outnumbered force as her ships closed with the enemy. Countermissiles raced to meet
them, shorter-ranged energy weapons tracked them, waiting until they were close enough to engage,
jammers generated strobes of interference designed to blind and baffle their active tracking systems, and
decoys raced outward from her ships, mimicking their motherships emissons sgnatures.

The battlecruiser's larger missiles had more range, but the Concordiat's technology edge went far
towards negating that reach advantage. Humanity's missiles had better seekers and more effective
penetration aids, and they were far more agile. And Lakshmaniah's defenses were also better.

Thedlence on Valiant's flag bridge remained as profound as ever as the commodore and her staff
fused their minds and personalities with the heavy cruisar's Al. That, too, was an advantage humanity
held, and the Concordiat Navy had learned to useit well.

* * %

| observe the opening phase of the engagement.

Commodore Lakshmaniah's units are substantially outnumbered and even more badly
out-massed, but they are clearly the attackers. Before they can range upon the Enemy, however,
they must survive to cross the Enemy battlecruiser's extended missile envelope. The telemetry
stream from Vdiant allows me to recognize the commodor€'s intentions, and | wonder if the
Enemy commander has done so as well.

| salute her courage, and | compute that she has a 68.72 percent chance of accomplishing her
purpose. The chance of her survival, however, is only 13.461 percent.
"Commander,” | say, "I strongly urge you to activate the neurd interface.”

* % %

Maneka Trevor flinched physicaly at the sound of the melodious tenor voice. It wrenched her
attention away from the imagery of her display, and her jaw clenched asadull burn of shame went
through her. Lazarus voice was as camly courteous as ever, despite the fact that both of them knew he
should never have had to say that. It was her job as his commander to recognize when it wastimeto
activate the neural net without repesated promptings.

Especidly when hewasright.

She closed her eyes, fighting the sick hollownessin her belly, and inhaded deeply. Then, somehow,
she made hersdlf reach out for the headset.

* % %

Captain Trevor's heartbeat and respiration both accelerate rapidly. Her distressis evident,
although | do not understand the reason for it. It is clear, however, that it stems far more from
her reluctance to utilize the neural interface than from the actual combat between Commodore
Lakshmaniah's ships and the Enemy. Yet despite that reluctance, her hand is steady as she picks
up the headset and adjusts the contact pads against her temples.

An additional 3.615 seconds elapse, and then the interface activates.



* * %

The door at the heart of Maneka Trevor'sworst nightmares swung wide.

Shefdt it opening, and somewhere degp within her she heard a frightened child weeping, begging to
be spared. To be dlowed to continue hiding. The taste of remembered terror was so thick she could
scarcely breathe, yet she made herself Sit back in the comfortable chair, fists clenched in her lap, and
endure.

The green, rolling woodland of the planet Chartres spread itself out before her once more as she
rode the command couch of Unit 28/G-862-BNJ towards the Me conian LZ. The full might of the
Thirty-Ninth Battalion thundered towards the enemy, and Lieutenant Trevor felt her hands sweeting, the
drynessin her mouth, asthe first Me conian long-range fire screamed towards them.

Intelligence estimated that the Puppies had landed an entire corps of infantry, supported by afull
brigade of combat mechs. That would have been heavy odds for a battalion of modern Bolos; for the
Thirty-Ninth, they wereimpossible. Individudly, nothing the Me conians had could stand up to even a
Bolo asancient asthe Thirty-Ninth's Mark XXV 1I1s and attached reconnaissance Mark XXVIIs. But
the Puppies knew that aswell asthe Concordiat did, and they had no intention of losing this battle.

High-trgectory misslesrained down, fired from orbiting warships as well as ground-based systems.
Their flight profiles gave the Battalion easy intercept solutions, but they'd never been intended to get
through. Their function was solely to saturate the Bolos defenses whilethe real killers broke through at
lower dtitudes.

"Remote platforms report cruise missleslaunching al aong the Enemy front," aresonant baritone told
her. " Current estimate: gpproximately four thousand, plus or minus fifteen percent.”

"Understood,” the younger Manekarasped in the depths of her older salf's memory.

"Colond Tchaikovsky advises usthat Enemy cruisers and destroyers are dtering course. On the
basis of their new heading and speed, | estimate a probability of 96.72 percent that they will endeavor to
enter energy range of the Battaion smultaneous with the arriva of the low-atitude missile attack.”

"You'rejust full of good newsthis afternoon, aren't you?' she responded, baring her teeth in what
might charitably have been caled asmile.

"l would not call it ‘good,™ Benjy replied, with one of his dectronic chuckles. "On the other hand, the
Enemy's obvious desire to mass dl available firepower at the earliest possible moment does offer us
sometacticd advantages, Maneka."

"Yeah, sure it does."
She shook her head.

"l am serious,” the Bolo told her, and she stopped shaking her head and looked up at the interna
visud pickup in disbelief.

"Just how doestheir piling even more firepower on top of us improve our chances of surviva?' she
demanded.

"l did not say it would enhance our surviva probability. | merely observed that it offersus certain
tactical advantages—or openings, at |least—which we could not generate oursalves,” the Bolo replied,
and there was more than smple electronic certitude in its voice. There was experience. The personal
experience of hishundred and twenty-six years service againgt the enemies of mankind. "If their warships
had opted to remain at extended missile ranges, rather than bringing their energy batteriesinto play, they
would have remained beyond the range of our energy wegpons. Asit is, however, andyss of their new
flight pathsindicatesthey will enter their own energy weapon range of the Battalion 16.53 seconds before
thearriva of their ground forces cruise missiles”

Maneka Trevor's blue eyes widened in understanding, and the Bolo produced another chuckle. This
onewas cold, without atrace of humor.

"They're giving usashot at them before the missiles reach us?' she asked.



"Indeed. They have clearly attempted to coordinate the maneuver, but their timing appears
inadequate to their needs. Unlessthey correct ther flight profiles within the next thirty-eight seconds, the
Battalion will be able to engage each warship at least once before their cruise missles execute their
termina maneuvers. If they had been willing to wait until after theinitid missile attack before closing, or
even to remain permanently beyond Hellbore range, they would eventualy have been able to destroy the
entire Battalion with misslesdone”

"Ingtead of giving usthe opportunity to take out their orbital fire support completdy!" shefinished for
him.

"Indeed," Benjy repeated, and she heard the approva—and pride—in his degp voice. Pridein her
sheredized. In the student she had become when the colonel gave her her first Bolo command . . . and,
in so doing, committed her into that Bolo's care for her true training. That was what put the pride into his
voice: thefact that his student had grasped the enormity of the Me conians error so quickly.

The plunging thunder of the incoming high-trgectory missiles howled down out of the heavenslikethe
lightning balts of crazed deities, but the charging behemoths of the Thirty-Ninth Battdion didn't even
dow. Ancient they might be, but they were Bolos. Batteries of ion-bolt infinite repeaters and laser
clustersraised their muzzles towards the skies and raved defiance, countermissile cells spat fire, and
heaven blazed.

The Battdion raced forward at over eighty kilometers per hour through the thick, virgin forest. Not
even their stupendous bulks could remain steady over such terrain at so high a speed, and the shock
frame of Manekas command couch hammered at her as Benjy shuddered and rolled like some ancient
windjammer of Old Earth rounding Cape Horn. But even as his mighty tracks ground sixty-meter tree
trunksinto crushed chlorophyll, hisweapons tracked the incoming missileswith deedly precison. Missle
after missle, dozens—scores—of them smultaneoudy, disappeared in eye-tearing firebals that dimmed
thelight of Chartress primary into inggnificance.

Despite her terror, despite the certainty that the Battalion could not win, Maneka Trevor stared at the
imagery on her visua digplay with asense of awve. The Mé conian missile attack was a hemisphere of
flame, amoving bowl above her where nothing existed but fire and destruction and the glaring corona of
the wrath of an entire battalion of Bolos.

"Enemy cruise missiles entering our defensive envelopein 21.4 seconds," Benjy announced calmly
even asthedisplay filled with blinding light. " Enemy war ships entering engagement rangein 4.61
seconds," he added, and there was as much hunger as satisfaction in histone.

"Stand by to engage," Maneka said, athough both of them knew it was purdly aformality.

"Standing by," Benjy acknowledged, and his main turret trained around in asmooth whine of power,
Héellbore devating.

Manekas eyes strayed from the visud display to thetactical plot, and her blood ran cold as she saw
the incredibly dense rash of missileicons stresking towards her. The Battalion's reconnai ssance drones
were high enough to look down at the terrain-following missiles as they shrieked through the atmosphere,
barely fifty meters above the highest terrain obstacles, at five times the speed of sound. The atmospheric
shock waves thousands of missiles generated &t that velocity werelike agiant hammer, smashing
everything in their path into splinters, and when they reached the Battalion, it would be even worse. At
their speed, even Boloswould have only tiny fractions of a second to engage them, and the Battaion's
defenses were dready effectively saturated by the ongoing high-trgjectory bombardment.

Between the missle ssorm and the main body of the Battalion was the 351st Recon'sfour Mark
XXVIlls. Twenty percent lighter and more agile than the Mark XX V111, the Invictus-type Bolos were
much more heavily equipped with stedth and ECM, and they had sacrificed the Mark XX VI1I's
extensve VLS missle cdlsin favor of even more active antimissile defenses. It wasthelr job to fight for
information, if necessary, and—uwith their higher speed—to probe ahead of the Battalion for traps and
ambushes the enemy might have managed to conceal from the reconnai ssance drones. But now their



position meant they would take the first brunt of the cruise missiles, unlesstheir sophisticated e ectronic
warfare systems could convince the Puppy missiles seekersthey were somewhere el se.

She jerked her eyes away from those horribly exposed icons, and teeth flashed in anivory snarl asa
score of other iconsin another quarter of the display, the ones representing the Mel conian destroyers and
light cruisers, were snared in sudden crimson sighting circles.

"Enemy warshipsacquired,” Benjy announced. And then, ingantly, "Engaging.”

A dozen 110-centimeter Hellboresfired as one, and atmosphere aready tortured by the explosions
of dying missiles, shrieked in protest as massive thunderbolts of plasma howled upward.

All nine Mdconian light cruisers and three of the destroyers died ingtantly, vomiting flame asthose
incredible bolts of energy ripped contemptuoudy through their battle screens and splintered their hulls.
Superconductor capacitors ruptured and antimatter containment fieldsfailed, adding their own massive
energy to the destruction, and the vacuum above Chartres rippled and burned. The horrified crews of the
remaining Melconian destroyers had four fleeting seconds to redlize what had happened. That wasthe
cycletimeof theMark XXVIII'sHdlbore. . . and precisely four secondslater afresh, equdly violent
blast of light and fury marked the deaths of the remaining enemy warships.

Maneka Trevor heard her own soprano banshee-howl of triumph, but even asthe Battalion's turrets
swivdled back around, thetidal bore of cruise missiles burst uponit.

Countermissiles, infinite repeaters, laser clugters, auto cannon—even antipersonnd clusters—belched
defiance as the hypervelocity projectiles came stregking in. They died by the dozen, by the score. By the
hundred. But they camein thousands, and not even Bolos active defenses could intercept them all.

Battle screen stopped some of them. Some of them missed. Some of them killed one another,
consuming each other in their firebdl deeths. But far too many got through.

The exposed Mark XXV 1Is suffered first. Manekas shock frame hammered her savagely as Benjy's
massive hull twisted through an intricate evasion pattern, his defendve weapons streaming fire. But even
though scores of missiles bored in on him, far more—probably as many as half or even two-thirds of the
total Méconian launch—Iocked onto the quartet of Mark XXV IIs. The Invictus might mount more
antimissile defensesthan the Triumphant, but not enough to weather this storm. For an instant, she
wondered what had gone wrong with their EW systems, why so many missiles had been able to lock
onto them. And then sheredlized. They weren't trying to prevent the missiles from locking them up; they
were deliberately enhancing their targeting signatures, turning themselvesinto decoys and drawing the
missilesin, awvay from the Bettalion.

Her heart froze as she recognized what they were doing, and then the holocaust washed over them.
The towering explosions crashed down on the reconnai ssance company like the boot of some angry titan,
hobnailed in nuclear flame. They wereforty kilometers ahead of the Battalion's main body, and the
warheads were standard Puppy issue, incongruoudy “clean™ in what had become a genocida war of
mutua extermination. Y et there were hundreds of them, and lethdl tides of radiation deeted outward with
the thermd flash, followed moments|ater by the blast front itself.

Maneka clung to her sanity with bleeding fingernails as Thor's hammer dammed into Benjy. The huge
Bolo lurched like a storm-tossed galleon as the green, living forest about them, aready torn and outraged
by the Battalion's passage and the handful of high-trgjectory missiles which had gotten through, flashed
into ingtant flame. The Battaion charged onward, straight through that incandescent inferno, duraloy
armor shrugging aside the radiation and blast and heat which would have smashed the life ingantly from
the fragile protoplasmic beings riding their command decks. The visua display showed only awrithing
ocean of fire and dust, of explosions and howling wind, like some obscene preview of Hdl, but it wasa
Hell Boloswere engineered to survive. . . and defest.

None of the reconnai ssance Bolos in the direct path of the missile strike survived, but the chaos and
massve spikes of EMP generated by the missileswhich killed them had a disasirous effect on the missiles
which had acquired the rest of the Battalion. Those same conditions hampered the Bolos antimissile



defenses, but the degradation it imposed on the missiles kill probabilities was decisive.

Not that there weren't ill plenty of them to go around. Over seventy targeted Benjy, even ashe
charged through the raging fires and devagtation of the primary strike zone. The gargantuan Bolo's point
defense stopped most of them short of his battle screen, but twenty-three reached attack range, and his
fifteen-thousand-ton hull bucked and heaved as the fusion warheads gouged at his battle screen and
drove searing spikes of hdlfiredirectly into hisarmor. Thor's hammer smashed down again. Then again,
and again and again. Even through the concussions and the terrifying vibration, Maneka could see entire
swathes of his battle board blazing bloody scarlet as damage ripped away weapons and sensors.

But then, too suddenly to bereal, the hammer blows stopped. Ten of the sixteen Bolos who had
been targeted charged out the far Sde of the holocaust, leaving behind all four of the 351st's Mark
XXVIlIs. Two of the Battalion'sMark XXV1I1s had also been destroyed, and al of the survivorswere
damaged to greater or lesser extent, but they had destroyed the entire remaining Mel conian support
squadron, and the enemy LZ was just ahead.

"I have sustained moderate damage to my secondary batteries and forward sensors,”" Benjy
announced. "Main battery and indirect fire systems operational at 87.65 percent of base capability. Track
Three has been immobilized, but | am till capable of 92.56 percent norma road speed. Estimate 9.33
minutes to contact with Enemy direct fire perimeter weapons at current rate of advance. Request missile
release”

Missile release ought to have been authorized by Colond Tchaikovsky, Manekathought. But
Tchaikovsky's Gregg was one of the Bolosthey'd lost, and Mgjor Fredericks Peggy had suffered major
damage to her communications arrays. There was no time to consult anyone el se, and independent
decisionswere one of the things Bolo commanders were trained to make.

"Release granted. Openfire!" she snapped.

"Acknowledged," Benjy replied, and the heavily armored hatches of his VLS tubes sprang open. His
own missiles blasted outward, then streaked away in ground-hugging supersonic flight. They were shorter
ranged and margindly dower than the ones the Me conians had hurled at the Battalion, but they were
asofar more agile, and the relatively short launch range and low cruising dtitudes gave the defenders
less capabl e reconnai ssance drones even less tracking time than the Battalion had been given againgt the
Melconian missiles

Firebdls raged dong the M conian perimeter, blasting away outer emplacements and dug-in
armored units. Weapons and sensor posts, Loki tank destroyers and air-defense batteries, vanished into
the maw of the Thirty-Ninth Battalion's fury. Benjy's thirty-centimeter rgpid-fire mortarsjoined the
attack, vomiting termindly guided projectilesinto the vortex of destruction. Follow-on flights of
Mélconian missiles shrieked to meet them from the missile batteriesto the rear, but theindirect fire
wegpons had logt virtualy dl of their observation capability. Their targeting solutions were much more
tentative, the chaos and explosions hampered the missiles onboard seeker systems, and the gaping hole
ripping deeper and deeper into their perimeter was costing them both launchers and the sensor capability
which might have been able to sort out the maglstrom of devastation well enough to improve ther
accuracy.

But hidden among the merely mortal M conian emplacements were their own war machines. The
Heimdalls weretoo light to threaten a Bolo—even the Ninth's manned vehicles were more than amatch
for them—»but thefists of Surturs and Fenrises were something ese entirely. Heavier, tougher, and more
dangerous, they outnumbered the Battalion's survivors by eighteen-to-one, and they had the advantage of
prepared positions.

Another of the Battaion's Bolos lurched to a hdt, vomiting intolerable heat and light as a plasmabolt
punched through itsthinner Ssde armor. Benjy fired on the move, main turret tracking smoothly, and his
entire hull heaved as amain battery shot belched from his Hellbore and disemboweled the Surtur which
had just killed his brigade brother. Another Surtur died, and Benjy's far less powerful infinite repesters
sent ion bolt after lethd ion bolt shrieking across the vanishing gap between the Battdion and the



Mél conian perimeter to rend and destroy the Surturs' lighter, weaker companions.

"Take point, Benjy!" Maneka barked as yet another Bolo dewed to a halt, streaming smoke and
flame. Her eyes dropped to the sidebar, and shefelt astab of grief asthe unblinking letter codes
identified thevictim asLazy. It looked likeamisson kill, not complete destruction she thought, but the
damage had to have punched deeply into Lazy's persondity center . . . and there was no way Lieutenant
Takahashi could have survived.

And there was no time to mourn them, either.

Benjy surged forward, the apex of awedge of eight bleeding titans. Surturs reared up out of deeply
dug-in hides, lurching around to counterattack from the flanks and rear as the Battdion smashed through
their outer perimeter, Hellbores howling in pointblank, continuousfire.

In! We'reinto their rear! acorner of Maneka's brain redlized, with asense of triumph that stabbed
even through the horror and the terror.

A brilliant purpleicon blazed abruptly on Benjy'stactical plot ashisanayss of Meconian com
sgnds suddenly revealed what had to be amgor communication node.

"The CP, Benjy! Takethe CPI" Maneka snapped.

"Acknowledged," Benjy replied without hesitation, and he atered course once more, smashing his
way towards the command post. It loomed before him, and as Manekawatched the tac analysis spilling
up the plot sidebars, she realized what it truly was. Not acommand post, but the command post—the
central nerve plexus of the entire Puppy position!

They'd found the organizing brain of the Me conian enclave, and shefet asudden flare of hope. If
they could reach that command pogt, take it out, cripple the enemy's command and control function long
enough for the Ninth Marinesto break in through the hole they'd torn behind them, then maybe—

A pair of Surturs, flanked by their attendant mediums, loomed suddenly out of the chaos, Hellbores
throwing sheets of plasma at the Bolos rampaging through their line. Benjy blew the left-flank Surtur into
incandescent ruin while Peggy shouldered up on hisright and killed the other. Thair infinite repesters
raved asthe Fenrises split, trying to circle wide and get at their wesker flank defenses, and the medium
Mé conian mechs dithered to ahalt, vomiting fury and hard radiation astheir antimatter plants blew.

Then another trio of Fenris mediums, al of them orphansthat had lost their Surturs, appeared out of
nowhere. Their lighter weapons bellowed, and they were on the left flank of Captain Harrisand Allen.
They fired once, twice. . . and then there were only seven Bolos | &ft.

Benjy's port infinite repeeater battery shredded Allen'skillers, even astwo more Surturs reared up
suddenly before him. One of them fired past him, damming three Hellbore bolts s multaneoudy into
Peggy. The Bolo's battle screen attenuated the bolts, and the antiplasma armor appliqué absorbed and
deflected much of their power. But the range was too short and the weapons too powerful. One of the
newer Bolos, with theimproved armor adloys and better internd disruptor shielding, might have survived,
Peggy—and Mgjor Angela Fredericks—did not.

Benjy'sturret spun with snakelike speed, and his Hellbore sent afar more powerful bolt straight
through the frontal glacis plate of the second Surtur beforeit could fire. Then it swivelled desperately
back towards the first Me conian mech.

Sx, Maneka had an ingtant to think. There are only six of us now!

And then, in the same fragmented second, both war machinesfired.

"Hull breach!" Benjy'svoice barked. "Hull breach in—"

Therewas an ingtant, afleeting stutter in the pulse of eternity that would live forever in Maneka
Trevor's nightmares, when her senses recorded everything with intolerable clarity. Theterrible, searing

flash of light, the Smultaneous blast of agony, the flashing blur of movement as Unit 28/G-862-BNJ
dammed the inner duralloy cargpace across his commander's couch.

And then darkness, and her own voice out of it. A voice remembering the recon platforms recorded



imagery of Benjy'sfind, agonizing battle—the battle which had saved two hillion human lives—while she
lay unconscious on his command deck. While he fought and died without her . . . and condemned her to
survive hisdeath.

"Oh, Benjy," that thought mourned. " Oh, Benjy."

* % %

The speed of Human thought takes me aback. The entire fleeting memory, as vivid as the
playback of any battle report contained in my archives, flashes before both of usin scarcely 2.72
seconds.

| did not anticipate it. My Commander's outward behavior has given no indication of how
deeply and bitterly Chartres and the destruction of her Bolo wounded her. But now the black,
bleak wave of her emotions wash over me. | am not Human. | am a being of molecular circuitry
and energy flows. Yet the Humans who created me have given me awareness and emotions of my
own. At thisinstant, as my Commander's remembered agony—her grief for 28/G-862-BNJ, her
soul-tearing guilt for surviving his destruction—floods through me, | wish that my creators had
also given me the ability to weep.

So thisisthe reason she has avoided the neural interface. Not ssimply because she knew this
moment would bring back that memory of horror and loss, but because she knew it would reveal
the depth of her sorrow to me. And with it her crushing sense of guilt.

She is damaged. She believes sheis crippled. Unable to face the possibility of enduring such
loss anew. The bleak assurance of her own incapacity, coupled with the burning sense of duty
which has driven her to continue to assume the burdens she believes she can no longer bear, fills
our link. And along with that darkness comes the fear that | must hate her for not being
Lieutenant Takahashi just as she cannot stop herself from hating and resenting me because | am
not Benjy.

Survivor's guilt. A Human emotion with which the Dinochrome Brigade has a bitter
institutional familiarity. And, | realize suddenly, one which | share. We two are the only survivors
of the Thirty-Ninth Battalion . . . and neither of us can forgive ourselves for it.

But we cannot succumb to our shared grief. Too much depends upon us, and beyond the black
tide, | sense my Commander's matching awareness of our responsibility.

<We come, Commander,> the Bolo portion of their fused personality said camly.

Its veneer of cdm couldn't fool Maneka. The fusion went too deep; she could taste too much of
Lazarus own emotions. Emotionsfar degper and stronger than she had dreamed possible even after her
experienceswith Benjy. There was pain in those emotions; pain enough to match even her own. But
Lazarusrefused toyidd toit.

For aningtant, that redlization filled her with fury, with ablack and bitter rage for the fashion inwhich
hiselectronic, artificid nature dlowed him to ded so much more easily with that pain. But even asthe
anger surged within her, sheredlized something else. All of Lazarus psychotronics, dl of hiscybernetics
and computing power, gave him no more protection againg his emotions than her fragile bone and
protoplasm gave her againgt hers. It was not his circuitry that let him cope; it was his sense of duty and
responsibility. And in thefind andysis, she discovered, she could not alow hersdf to belessthan him.
She could not fail him as she had failed Benjy.

<And welcometo you, Lazarus,> she thought back with iron cadm. <Now, | believe we have ajob
to do.>

A corner of Indrani Lakshmaniah's awareness noted that the two Seipners had dipped into their
assigned positions. They were carefully positioned, though hopefully no one would notice that, to cover
both flanks of the convoy of personnd transports and support vessals. It wasn't much—certainly not as



much security as she would have preferred—>buit it was the best she could do, and her full attention
returned to the M conian squadron.

Twelve of the Puppies fifteen ships had broken down into the anticipated standard triangular combat
divisons, whilethe odd light cruiser and destroyer did seem to be attached to the battlecruiser. The other
four "figts" were maneuvering to meet her own attack, but not as aggressvely as she might have
anticipated. Indeed, they were actudly faling back dowly, asif in abid to hold the range open, and that
puzzled her.

Usua Méd conian tactics when action was joined emphasized closing asrapidly as possible with
Concordiat ships. They would take losses from the humans superior missiles asthey closed the gap, but
their own weapons would become progressively more effective astherangefdl. It was a bruta equation
both navies had seen in action all too often since thiswar began. The Me conian Navy paid in dead ships
and daughtered personnd just to get into its own effective range of its more capable opponents, but the
Empire had the ships and personnel to pay with. And once they did get into range, their superior numbers
swamped the Concordiat's technological advantages.

Under normd circumstances, Me conian ships avoided action unless they were committed to the
defense of acrucia objective. . . or the Concordiat was. When a Concordiat task force was free to
maneuve, it held the range open, decimating any Me conian attempt to close with it with its superior
wesponry. But when the Concordiat Navy was on the offensive, attacking a Melconian-held star system
or planet, its ships had to come to the defenders, entering their range if they intended to attack the
objective the Puppies were defending. And by the same token, when the Concordiat was pinned by an
objective it had to defend, it had no choice but to stand and fight as the Me conians closed in.

Like now, shethought grimly. The convoy was so dow, so unwieldy, that it might aswell have been
aplanet. And so she was anchored, forced to accept action. So why weren't the Puppies charging
forward?

It's probably the battlecruiser, shetold hersdf. The sheer range of its missiles reverses the usual
reach advantage, and the convoy sure as hell isn't going to be able to run away fast enough to
hide, no matter what happens. So maybe the Dog Boys figure they've got the time to wear us
down at extended ranges before they close in for the kill.

She couldn't et that happen, and she turned her attention to that portion of the neura net which was
her tactical officer.

<Concentrate on the cruisers. Let'stear some holesin their screen.>

"Their firing patterns are shifting, sr,” Na-Kahlan reported tersaly. "They are no longer engaging us.
They are concentrating on the screen, instead.”

"And continuing to close, yes?' Na-lzhaaran responded camly.

"Yes gar.”

"As| anticipated,” Na-lzhaaran said softly. "It isanill choice, but the least ill one he possesses. He
gives Emperor Larnahr I11 the opportunity to engage him unmolested, but he anticipatesthat his
superior defenseswill dlow him to survive while his own fire strips away our screening platforms. In his
position, | would do the same.”

The admira brooded down at the tactica plot, rubbing the bridge of his snout, then sighed.

"How much longer before Captain Ka-Sharan and Death Stalker arein position?' he asked.

"Approximately twenty-five minutes,” Na-Mahlahk replied. "It could be dightly longer than that. At
the moment, we cannot fix hisfist's postion accurately.”

"I should hope not!" Na-Izhaaran snorted. "But | know Ka-Sharan. He will be a the assigned
position a the assgned time. In the meantime, it isour respongbility to ded with these."

He gestured at the plot, then looked at Na-K ahlan.



"We cannot continue to retreat much longer without making this one suspicious,” he said. "Besdes, if
we dlow the gap between us and the convoy to open much further, it will be safely beyond even
Emperor Larnahr I11's effective range, and he will have no more motive to come after us. So in another
... twelve minutes, | think, we will reverse course and seeif he truly wishesto dance with us."

* * %

<Up to something.> Lakshmaniah spun the thought off into the corporate net of her staff asthe
destroyer Cutlass took adirect hit. Most of her attention was on thetactical relay, reading Cutlass'
damages. It could have been worse. The destroyer's main weapons remained intact, and she was aready
atering course dightly and rolling ship to hold the damaged aspect of her battle screen away from the
enemy. Y et the Puppies uncharacteristic maneuversfed her growing suspicion, and she fdt its echoes
rippling throughout the composite brain. Agreement came back to her from most of them; doubt from a
few.

<Drawing us away from the convoy?> the suggestion came from her tactica officer.

<Possible.> Lakshmaniah frowned, then grimaced. <Doesn't matter. Committed. Up to Trevor and
Chin>

Agreement, though far from happy, came back to her, and she felt his attention turning with hersto
study the enemy formation. The Puppies rate of retreat was dowing. It looked asif they were preparing
to stand, or possibly even to counterattack, and she considered her own damages. Cutlass, Dagger,
and Halberd had al taken hits, though so far their damage remained far from critical. More serioudly,
Foudroyant had lost amost half her port energy battery and athird of her missile tubes. In return, one of
the Méel conian combat divisions had been driven to retreat behind the battlecruiser, with heavy damageto
both its heavy and light cruisers. But the battlecruiser was beginning to get the range, and shefelt Valiant
shudder as apair of missiles dipped through her active defenses and ripped savagely at her battle screen.

Two of the three remaining Puppy divisions had aso taken damage, dthough it wasimpossible for
CICto give her hard estimates on how badly they were hurt. But the battlecruiser remained virtudly
untouched, and her heavy missile armament and deep magazine capacity were beginning to comeinto
play. Lakshmaniah's ships had been forced to expend amuch higher percentage of their ammunition than
usud to achieve the damage they'd inflicted. She couldn't keep this up much longer.

Worry hummed behind her eyes as she contemplated her increasingly unpaatable dternatives. This
long-range sparring ought to have favored her command. Asit was, her dwindling magazines were paring
away her options.

It wasn't enough smply to drive off the Mel conians. She had to be certain of their destruction,
because they could trail the painfully unstealthy transports from arange a which not even the Concordiat
Navy's sensors could penetrate their own stedlth systems. She could not afford the possibility that a
surviving Puppy warship might trail them to their new colony's site and return to the Empire to bring back
asufficiently heavy forceto daughter it to the last man, woman, and child. But if thislong-range, attritiond
dud continued asit was, her squadron would be ground away while at least two or three Melconian
shipssurvived.

Ultimately, the survival of her own warships was a purely secondary consideration. There was no
point in husbanding them if the M e conians were able to follow them to the colony's new home, because
she couldn't possibly stand off aforce the size any spy would bring down upon them. Which, in away,
made her limited options brutaly smple. . .

<Course change!>

The announcement from Tactical snatched her up out of her thoughts. The Dog Boys were indeed
atering course. They were no longer backing away. She watched their entire force, including the
battlecruiser, lunge straight towards her squadron, and her jaw tightened.

<Hold course,> she ordered. <Thistime we take them at energy range.>

* % %



"Sir, the enemy ismaintaining course!” Ka-Sharan reported.

Narlzhaaran looked at him, then pushed himself up out of his command chair and stalked over to the
madter plot.

It was true. The Human warships remained on their pursuit vector even though his command had
turned to face them, and his eyes narrowed and his ears pressed tight to his skull. It was preposterous!
Human ships never closed with those of the People until after their infernal missiles had decisively
weakened their opponents. But this Human squadron was charging straight for him, asthough its units
were warships of the People themsalves!

"Admird, should we pull back once more?' Na-Mahlahk asked softly, and Na-1zhaaran shot him a
sharp glance. The chief of staff returned his gaze steadily, and Na-Izhaaran showed just an edge of
canine. Not at Na-Mahlahk for asking the question, but because the question was so valid. And one
whose answer he would have to produce quickly.

Helooked back at the plot. In the final andysis, it didn't matter what happened to these Human
warships. The destruction of the convoy they were escorting was what truly mattered, and he had aready
lured them far enough away from the transports to make that destruction certain. So there was no need
for him to continue this engagement at dl, unless the enemy forced it upon him. His battle plan had
accepted that from the beginning. But that plan had aso anticipated that the Humans would perform as
their standard tactical doctrine dictated and maneuver to hold the range open.

The Humans weren't. They were coming to him, into the very engagement range every Me conian
commander stirove to reach. If he let them close, he would lose ships, but every Melconian officer knew
he must pay the price in broken starships and dead warriors for every Human ship he destroyed. And the
opportunity was here. The opportunity to destroy these ships once and for all.

"No, Sarka," he said softly, before he even redlized held reached his decision. "Wewill not pull
back. Commander Na-Kahlan," he turned back to the tactical officer, "it'stime we showed these
Humans how the People make war!"

* * %

The jagged edges of my Commander's pain—and my own—continue to reverberate deep
within the fusion which has engulfed us both. It is a distraction, and yet that shared sense of |0ss,
grief, and guilt adds a subtle additional harmony. Captain Trevor stands deep within my gestalt,
and | feel her wonder as my sensors become hers, the depth of my data storage opens before her,
and her organic mind and nervous system merge seamlessly with the whispering electrons of my
own psychotronics.

Yet if sheis smitten with wonder at what she now beholds, so also amI. This union of thought
with thought, of protoplasmic brain with molecular circuitry, was never envisioned when my
original programming was designed. The upgrades | received after Chartres have bestowed the
capability, but none of the simulations and tests have prepared me for this reality.

Thereis so much within my Commander's mind. Such richness, such depth and immediacy of
experience for one so young. Such beauty, flowing like words of fiery poetry, so much courage
and determination . . . and such jagged weapons with which to wound itself.

| am aware that it has often been said that Bolos have "bloodthirsty” personalities, and it has
always seemed to me that it was inevitable. We are warriors, designed and engineered at the most
basic level as Humanity's champions. Now, seeing my own personality set side-by-side with
Captain Trevor's—feeling her mind within mine, and mine within hers— fully realize how
accurate that description truly is. And yet there is much we have in common, my Commander and
I. | recognize her compassion, her ability to feel grief and guilt even for the Enemies she and |
have dain, and it isa quality | do not fully comprehend. But it is matched by an iron sense of
responsibility and a fierce drive to victory which no Bolo could excel.

Thiswarrior may doubt herself; | no longer can.



* * %

Maneka Trevor fdt hersdf holding her breath in awe as the sparkling depths of Lazarus psychotronic
brain opened themsalvesto her. His sensors became her eyes and ears, histracks her legs, his weapons
her arms and hands, and the fierce power of hisfusion plant her heart and lungs. Thetraining smulations
had prepared her for that, but thiswas the first time she had truly opened hersdlf to the neurd link, and
there was so much more of Lazarus than she had believed possible.

Shefdt hiscam rationdlity, the deep fundamenta bal ance and detachment of his personality. And
that persondity was not what she had expected. It was smilar to that of another human, and yet it was
fundamentdly and uniquely different, aswell. Therewas atotdly different overlay to emotionswhich she
now knew, beyond question or doubt, could burn just as strong, just asfierce, as any human emotion.
She couldn't describeit, but she knew it wasthere. A fierce directness, an unswerving refusa to delude
itself, and astrangely distanced sense of selfness. Lazarus knew himself asaunique persondity, an
individua, and yet he accepted himsdlf as part of acorporate whole far greater than he was.

It wasthe TSDS, sheredized—the Tota Systems Data-Sharing net which linked every Boloto his
Battdion and Brigade mates at every level. No wonder neura interfacing came so readily to them!
They'd dways had it; it Smply hadn't extended to their human commanders.

And as she settled deeper and deeper into the meld, she felt her own personality, her own nerve
endings and thoughts, her human ingtincts and intuitions—so different from the " hyper-heuristic* modeling
capability which served Bolosin their sead—reaching out to Lazarus. Benjy had oncetold her that
human intuition was, in many ways, actualy superior to Bolo logic. Sheld believed him, athough she
hadn't been able to fully accept the possibility on an emotiona level. Now she knew Benjy had been
absolutely correct. And that in this new fusion, the strengths of human and Bolo had truly met at last.

She and Lazarustouched at every leve, tentatively at firdt, then settling seamlesdy into place, and
then, suddenly, they were no longer two individuas. They were ManekalL azarus. The deadly power and
lightning-fast reflexes and computationa ability of the Bolo, made one with human intuition and creetivity,
flowed through her, brushing her grief for Benjy, her guilt a having survived his death, gently asde. Part
of that, to her own surprise, was the recognition of Lazarus own grief at the loss of a Brigade mate he
had known for well over a Standard Century. He shared her loss; he did not and never could resent her
own surviva. There could be no doubt, no question of that—not at thislevel of shared existence.

She knew that, and as she felt the composite power which infused her, she also knew she had never
been so intensely dive as shewas at this moment.

* % %

| feel—and share—my Commander's wonder and delight. More important, | feel her mind
relinquishing the self-inflicted wounds which have oppressed her for so long. The easing of her
pain eases my own, for we have become mirrors of one another, and yet there ismoreto it than
that. | feel a new emotion, one | have never truly experienced: joy for another's healing.

Yet even as we experience the nuances of our new union, we are monitoring Commodore
Lakshmaniah's squadron, and | feel Captain Trevor's fresh and different pain asthefirst
destroyer explodesinruin.

Indrani Lakshmaniah felt CNS Crossbow's degth like awound in her own flesh, yet even asthe
anguish for her dead ship stabbed deep in her soul, she felt herself baring her teeth in afierce amile of
triumph.

The Dog Boys had come too close. Whether they'd intended to or not, they were about to let her
into energy range.

<Fire Plan Alamo,> she commanded, and the acknowledgment flowed back to her.

* * *

Manekabit theinsde of her lip as Lazarus sensors laid the unfolding battle before her. She was no



trained naval tactician, but Lazarus immense storage banks were asfully at her disposal asthey were a
his. Theingtitutional knowledge and the data she required to understand flowed to her ingtantly,
effortlesdy. She couldn't tell if it was her own mind reaching into his data storage, or if it was his mind,
recognizing her need and providing the information she required even before she had fully redized her
need for it hersdlf. But a the moment what mattered was less the source of her knowledge, than the
knowledge itsdlf.

The knowledge that Commodore Lakshmaniah had deliberately entered her enemies most effective
wegpons envel ope, sacrificing dl of humanity's traditiond long-range, sparring advantages.

| feel Captain Trevor's recognition of Commodore Lakshmaniah's intentions. She realizes
now, if she did not before, that the commodore has accepted that few or none of her ships will
survive. But by accepting the virtual certainty of her own destruction, the commodore has
brought her own vesselsinto decisve range of the Enemy.

* % %

"Enemy opening energy f—"

Commander Na-Kahlan never finished his announcement.

Admira Nalzhaaran cringed as the energy bleeding back into Na-Kahlan's console exploded with a
ferocity which killed the tactical officer ingtantly. Emperor Larnahr 111's command deck heaved
indescribably, and Na-1 zhaaran's eyes flared wide. It wasthefirgt time he had ever persondly faced
Human warships a energy range, and the reports he had read and viewed fdll Iethally short of the redlity.

It wasimpossible! Shipsthat size could not possibly possess such firepower! Emperor Larnahr 111's
Hellbores were heavier, more powerful, more numerous, than those of al four Human heavy cruisers
combined, yet that brute power was offset and more than offset by the impossibly precise coordination of
the Human squadron.

Emperor Larnahr 111 heaved again, then bucked and twisted, asdl four enemy cruisers dammed
perfectly synchronized broadsidesinto her. It didn't matter that her batteries were heavier and more
numerous, that her battle screen was stronger. Not when every weapon the Humans possessed smashed
into exactly the sametiny, precisaly focused aspect of her screen.

The battle screen failed locdly, and lances of plasma stabbed vicioudy through the gap. Emperor
Larnahr 111's plating shattered, atmosphere belched from the broken hull, and the enemy fired yet again.

"Veg"

Indrani Lakshmaniah'sfalcon shriek of triumph echoed in the silence of Valiant's flag bridge as her
ships fireripped into the battlecruiser again and again. The overconfident bastards had let her get too
close, because they'd known human warships always maneuvered to hold at missile ranges. Perhapsit
was because they themsel ves were so imbued with the need to follow the dictates of their battle-tested
doctrineto fully grasp the human ability to improvise and ignore The Book. Perhaps it was because of
something else entirely. But what mattered was that this Me conian commander had obvioudy grossy
underestimated what L akshmaniah's admittedly lighter weapons could do at close range under the
command of huma/Al fusons

The battlecruiser's consorts swarmed in on her ships, firing franticaly, desperate to draw her fury
from their flagship. CNS Mikasa blew up under their vicious pounding. CNS Dagger staggered aside,
shedding hull fragments and life pods, broken and dying. Her Sister ship Saber poured adeadly
broadside into the heavy cruiser which had killed her, and the Mée conian ship rolled on her side and
vanished infirebal fury. One of the Ever Victorious-class shipsturned on Saber, and the destroyer and
the Melconian light cruiser embraced one another in afurious exchange which lasted bare seconds. . .
and ended in shared degth.

Morefire poured into Foudroyant, South Dakota, and Valiant. The commodore felt her ships



bleeding, her people dying. The sun-bright boil of dying Melconian starships flared on every side, but her
command was trapped at the heart of the inferno. Escort Squadron 7013 was dying, but it was not dying
aone. Nothing the Me conians could do could save Emperor Larnahr 111 from Indrani Lakshmaniah's
fury. Not even Valiant's Al could tell her how many hits had gone home in that staggering, broken
wreck, but finally there was one too many.

* % %

The enemy flagship explodes. . . followed 11.623 seconds later by CNS Vdiant.

| feel my Commander's grief, and | shareit. But under my grief is the respect due such
warriors. Foudroyant staggers out of formation, drive crippled, and the two surviving Melconian
destroyers alter course to pour fireinto her. Their energy weapons smash deep into her hull, but
her own Hellboresfire back, and all three ships disappear in a single explosion.

Only South Dakota and three of the destroyers remain, but they do not even attempt to break
off. They turn on the surviving Melconians, firing with every weapon.

The entire engagement, from the moment Commodor e Lakshmaniah enters Hellbore range of
the enemy flagship to its end, lasts only 792.173 seconds.
At its conclusion, there are no survivors from either side.

* * %

"Gods of my ancestors," Captain Herath Ka-Sharan whispered, staring at the tactical display from
which the icons of so many starships had disappeared so abruptly.

"Sir, —" Commander Mazar Ha-Y anth, Tactica First of the heavy cruiser Death Salker, broke
off, then shook his head, earsflattened in shock. "I wasjust about to report that we are amost in the
position you wanted, Sr," he said, unable to take his own eyes from the horrifyingly blank plot.

"Thenthis," Ka-Sharan jabbed a sharp-clawed finger at the plot, "will not have been entirdly invain,
Mazar." He glared a the empty display for another few moments, then wheeled to face the officer who
was both his second-in-command and histactica officer. "Wewill commence the attack run as soon as

wearefully in pogtion.”
* * %

"No survivorsat all ?'

General Thedask Ka-Frahkan, CO of the 3172nd Heavy Assault Brigade, stared in disbelief at the
commanding officer of the heavy trangport Death Descending.

"None, Genera,” Captain Gizhan Na-Tharlasaid flatly. "From ether sde.”

Ka-Frahkan |ooked stunned. Not that Na-Tharlablamed him for that. The captain was equally
stunned, if not perhaps for exactly the same reasons. Unlike Ka-Frahkan, he was anava officer. He had
seen—far too often—the hideoustoll the Humans lethd technologica edge could exact from the
People's defenders. It was the speed with which it had happened, and the tactics the Human commander
had adopted, which left him feding asif someone had just punched him inthe belly.

Na-Tharlahad served with Admira Na-lzhaaran before. He knew precisely what Na-l1zhaaran had
been thinking, and he would probably have made much the same assessment himsdlf in the admird's
place.

But we would both have been wrong, hethought. And we ought to have seen it. Thiswas not a
Human fleet attacking one of our worlds. This was an outnumbered Human squadron defending
one of its own worlds. Or, rather, the crachtu nut from which another of their worldswill grow,
unless we crush it between our fingers and devour its fruit.

"Thismakesit impossible to continue with our original misson,” Ka-Frahkan said, and Na-Tharla
flicked hisearsin curt agreement with that excruciatingly obvious concluson. "Well, of courseit does,"
the generd said, grimacing amost gpologetically as he recognized his own shock-induced statement of
the painfully obvious. "What | meant to say wasthat thereis no longer any point in proceeding with the



Brigade to our original destination. | see no dternative but to abort the mission and return to basein
hopes of obtaining anew Feet escort. That being the case, should we not consider moving to assst
Captain Ka-Sharan?"

"I must concur in your concluson, Generd," Na-Tharlasaid after amoment. "And | must also
confessthat | would derive great pleasure from assisting Captain Ka-Sharan. However, Death
Descending isatransport, not awarship. In fact, sheisn't even an assault transport in the Human
sense—just abig personne ship, configured for high-speed atmospheric insertion and rough-field
landings. Our stedth capability isas good asa Heet cruiser's, but that's because hiding from enemy
warshipsisour only real defense. We mount no offensve weaponsat al, and only enough defensive
systemsto give us afighting chance againgt long-range missile fire until our escorts can ded with any
threat. I'm afraid thereisn't very much we could do to be of help to Death Stalker 'sfig."

"Y ou're the expert, Captain," Ka-Frahkan said after amoment, then chuckled with adight but
genuine edge of amusement. "l don't envy you Navy types, you know! Give me a planet to stand on, one
with air | can breathe, and I'm a hero out of the old sagas, but this—!" He waved his hand at the tactical
plot. "Having to stand here and watch my battle companionsfight while | can do nothing at dl to help
them?'

He shifted his ears back and forth in a gesture of resigned acceptance.

"It'snot quite that bad, Generd," Na-Tharlasaid, forcing alightness hewasfar from feding into his
voice as an antidote to the lingering shock of the destruction of Admira Na-lzhaaran's squadron. "And at
least we don't get our boots muddy. And we get to deep in clean bunks every night, for that matter!”

"Something to be said for that, at that,” Ka-Frahkan agreed, and the two of them turned back to the
tactica plot as Death Descending's sensor section changed scales to show adetailed view of the
doomed Human convoy.

* % %

<?> the wordless question came from the human half of Maneka/l azarus. Even astheflesh and
blood brain framed the question, however, the fusion of organics and mollycircswas dready delving for
itsanswer.

Massive computationa capability was brought to bear on the eusive sensor ghost from Lazarus
Charlie-3 remote platform. The raw datawas almost less than nothing, the merest whisper of what might
have been ahint of a shadow of an imagined specter, but Lazarus BattleComp wasrelentless. In
microseconds, the platform had been queried for an update, the origina signa had been scrubbed,
enhanced, and reanalyzed, and atenor voice whispered at the heart of her own thoughts, like an echo
from her subconscious.

<Contact pogtivey identified,> it said. <Evauate asone Star Stalker -class heavy cruiser.>

She started to frame another question, but there was no need. Indeed, there'd been no real need to
ask thefirst one. . . nor for Lazarusto respond so explicitly. The knowledge, the information, she
required was already there, as much hers asthe Bolo's. It was a sensation whose like she had never
experienced, never dreamed of experiencing, and she knew she would never be ableto truly describeit
to anyone who had not experienced it hersalf. That sense of dudity remained, yet the andlysis of the
sgnd and the evduaion of itsimplications cameto her effortlesdy, fully.

Maneka Trevor had absolutely no training asanava officer, but with the data stored in Lazarus
memory, Maneka/lazarus understood instantly what Admiral Na-1zhaaran had done, and why. Just as
shelthey understood that the cruiser shefthey had detected was amost certainly not aone.

<Warn—> The human half of the composite mentdity began to frame acommand, but the Bolo half,
knowing as soon as she did what that command would have been, had already sent the alert acrossthe
whisker-thin |aser to Bolo 31/B-403-MKY .

* % %

"Wearein pogtion, Captain,” Commander Ha-Y anth said quietly, and Ka-Sharan looked up at him.



"Canwetdl if Commander RaKolmanisaso in pogtion?’

"No, sr," Ha-Y anth said, without even glancing a Lieutenant Jahnak Sa-Uthmar, Death Salker's
senior sensor officer. "End in Honor is continuing to operate under full stedlth, just aswe are,” he said,
and Ka-Sharan snorted.

They knew where End in Honor , the fist's light cruiser, was supposed to be, but they had no
confirmation that the ship was actually there. Ka-Sharan had detached Commander Aldath Ra-Kolman
to sweep around the convoy's other flank at the same time that Admiral Na-Izhaaran had detached his
entirefist for the attack. With all three of his ships operating under conditions of maximum stedlth,
Sa-Uthmar was doing well to maintain ahard lock on Battle of Shilzar, the destroyer il operatingin
close company with the fist flagship. Not knowing exactly where End in Honor was wasn't going to
make much difference in an attack on unarmed transports, but dropping stedlth and establishing al of the
fist's ships exact positions would have made things neater and tidier.

"What crestures of habit we have become, Mazar!" Ka-Sharan said, and waved onehandin a
derisve gesture. "Asif this hodgepodge of clumsy merchant vessdl's could do anything but die even if we
camein broadcasting the 'Emperor's March' over every channe!”

"No doubt, gr," HaY anth agreed. "On the other hand, if they'd seen us coming and scattered, some
of them might have managed to ude us, after al," he added, athough both of them knew the real reason
they hadn't dropped stedlth. It Smply hadn't occurred to them. They were still grappling with the shock of
the rest of the squadron’s destruction, and until they came to termswith it, they were not exactly likely to
be at their mental best.

Under the circumstances, the executive officer reflected, perhapsit isjust aswell at this moment
that our only "opposition” consists of unarmed transports!

"Yes, | know," Ka-Sharan said, and histone made it clear he knew aswell as Ha-Y anth how
unlikely it truly wasthat any of the Human ships could have escaped them.

"l wish Sar Crown hadn't been forced to return to base," he continued.

He spoke softly, asif only to himsdf, and Ha-Y anth's ears twitched as he suppressed an expression
of agreement with the statement he wasn't certain he was supposed to have heard. The heavy cruiser
flagship of Admird Nalzhaaran's sixth fist had suffered partid failure of her hyperdrive just before the
squadron began its high-speed run towardsits originaly designated target. Captain Jesar Na-Halthak,
Sar Crown's commanding officer had handed the ship over to his executive officer and transferred to
thelight cruiser Undaunted, remaining behind to command the other two ships of hisfigt ... and died
with the rest of the squadron.

"Do you think it would have made any difference if the admira had kept the entire Squadron
concentrated, Sir?' Ha Y anth asked after amoment. Ka-Sharan gave him asharp glance, but Ha-Y anth
looked back steadily. His expression made it obvious that the question was not acriticism of
Narlzhaaran, and after two or three bresths, Ka-Sharan flicked his earsin negation.

"No," he said heavily. "I doubt that it would have. Mind you, | wouldn't have said that if you'd asked
the question before the Humans got into energy range. | was no more prepared for that than anyone else
was, and I'll admit | was just wondering to mysdf if things might have worked out differently if we hadn't
had to detach Star Crown. But to be honest, | don't believeit would have. If the admira had kept usall
together, the losses on both sides would probably have been amost exactly what they were anyway. The
only difference would have been that we—or whoever might have survived in our place—might have
suffered enough drive damage to prevent us from overhauling and destroying this convoy beforeit could
scatter and drop off our sensors entirely.”

Ha Y anth's ears moved in asmall gesture, sgnifying his agreement, and Ka-Sharan turned his
attention back to the plot. Y et despite his answer to the executive officer, Ka-Sharan wasn't fully
convinced himsdlf that if Na-lzhaaran hadn't sent asixth part of Emperor Larnahr 111's consorts off on
this wide flanking maneuver, the outcome might not indeed have been quite different.



But possible outcomes which might have occurred under other circumstances had no bearing on the
immediate tacticd Stuation, he reminded himself.

"Prepareto atack," he said flatly.

* % %

Courtesy of her recent promotion, Manekawas senior to Lieutenant Guthrie Chin. And suitably
enough, despite his obsolescence, Lazarus had over a century's seniority over Chin's younger, more
powerful Bolo. Moreover, Unit 31/B-403-MKY , athough newer, was only aMark XXXI1. Mickey
lacked the neura interfacing capability which had first been integrated into the Mark XXXIlI .. . and
refitted into Lazarus.

Unitil the last fifteen minutes, Maneka's understanding of just how much that handicapped Lieutenant
Chin had been purely intellectua and theoretical. Now she felt adegp pang of sympathy for the other
human as, for the first time, she persondly experienced the redlity of the Dinochrome Brigade's Total
Systems Data-Sharing net.

The two Boloswere asintimately fused as she and Lazarus, and as part of Maneka/L azarus she
cameto know Mickey far better, in the space of a handful of seconds, than Chin would ever be ableto
know him. Shewasa part of him asthey conferred, organizing alast-ditch defense of the convoy with
smooth, unpanicked efficiency and speed.

Working from ManekalLazarus initid detection of the single Me conian cruiser, they had reached out
through both Bolos remote passive sensors and confirmed that at least three enemy vessels were
working their way into attack position. Clearly, the M conian squadron commander had intended to use
the bulk of hisforce as bait, to draw Commodore Lakshmaniah out of position while he dipped his
n's dagger into the convoy's back.

Anaysis of the forces Lakshmaniah had engaged, compared to anorma Me conian raiding
squadron's order of battle, suggested that that dagger's maximum strength ought to be two heavy
cruisers, onelight cruiser, and one destroyer.

In astandup fight, elther of the two Bolos was more than amatch for both of the lighter units, and
either of them could probably have defeated the heavy cruisers, aswell. The part of Manekall_azarus
who had ridden Benjy's command deck at Chartres had no doubt of that. Unfortunately, the Bolos were
dependent upon the trangports whose hard points they rode, and those transports most emphatically
were not the equal of any warship in space. They were effectively unarmed, with only the most
rudimentary passive defenses. Their assault pods, each designed to carry asingle Bolo or afull battalion
of infantry, plus vehicles, through planetary defenses for opposed landings, had powerful normal-space
drives and battle screen heavier than most heavy cruisers, but were completely incagpable of independent
FTL flight. The pods were aso totally unarmed; if an assault pod required offensive firepower and
sophisticated EW, it was normaly provided by the Bolo it was trangporting.

If the trangports were destroyed, the pods would drop ingtantly out of hyper, assuming they survived
their motherships destruction. And the chance of aBolo's surviving the destruction of its assault pod in
gpace was virtualy nil. They could expand their own battle screen and the pods screensto provide the
trangports some protection, but the ingtant they activated any battle screen at all, they would reved their
presence to the enemy. The Me conians might not immediately reslize they faced Bolos, but they would
certainly recognize tha the Seipners were not the unarmed freighters they had clearly assumed themto
be. When they did, they would undoubtedly withdraw beyond effective energy range and use their missile
tubes.

A Bolo might be ableto protect the ship it actualy rode from missile attack, but Boloswere designed
for combat at planetary ranges, not in deep space. Their defenses had never been designed to protect a
sphere as vast asthe one the entire convoy occupied. And their offensive missile armament, dthough
long-ranged by the standards of planetary combat, was not designed to fight battlesin deep space. They
could not prevent the Me conians from devastating the convoy if the enemy decided to stand off for a

missile engagement.



But no naval commander would use missiles when there was no compelling need to do so. Missiles
weren't Imply expensve; they were available only in grictly limited numbers. Like an ancient submarine
of pre-space Old Earth, acommerce destroyer preying upon unarmed transports and merchant shipping
would comein close enough to use his energy weapons, the equivaent of the submarine's deck gun,
rather than expend his precious "torpedoes.” Especially when he was thisfar from any source of resupply
and had no way of knowing if he would encounter additional hostile warships on hisway home.

So the only workable option was to continue to pretend to be defensdess freighters and hope they
could draw dl the atackersinto decisive energy range before the Puppies figured out what they were
actualy up againg.

Even asthe battle plan—such asit was, and what there was of it—came together, a separate part of
Manekas brain wondered whether she should inform Governor Agndlli of what was happening.
Technically, Agndli was her superior, but Commodore Lakshmaniah had left Manekain command, not
the Governor. She didn't need him joggling her elbow a amoment like this, and it wasn't asif there
would betimefor any detailed briefing before the enemy attacked. And as she and her Bolo sdlf
conferred with Mickey, she found another reason not to inform Agndlli just yet. Shelthey couldn't be
certain where the Me conians would begin their attack. The enemy ships might comein on vectorswhich
would makeit impossible to immediately engage dl of them simultaneoudy, and shefthey dared not reved
the Bolos existence until shefthey could engage every Me conian ship inasinglefiring pass. Soif it came
down to it, she'they might have to alow the enemy to pick off some of the convoy's defenseless
transports without firing ashot in reply.

Somehow, Maneka rather doubted Governor Agnelli would react well to that decision.

* * %

"Now!" Captain Ka-Sharan snapped, and his entire fist turned directly towards the convoy asits
targeting systems went active.

Death Salker and Battle of Shilzar camein abreast. Against armed opposition, the less powerful
(and more expendable) destroyer would normally have taken the lead, probing ahead for enemy units. In
this case, though, there was no need. The reconnai ssance platforms Admirad Na-lzhaaran had sent out
after Emperor Ascendant initiadly detected the glaringly obvious emissions signatures of the transport
ships had gotten a detailed count of the convoy's escorts, and every one of them had been destroyed.

"Sir, we have confirmation on End in Honor 's position!” Ha Y anth announced, and Ka-Sharan
showed thetips of his caninesin asmile of grim satisfaction as he watched Tacticd's fire control
crosshairs settle into place across the icons of the first ships he intended to kill.

* % %

Maneka/L azarus watched through the Bolo's sensors as the M el conian warships dropped out of
stealth and lashed the unarmed transports with radar and lidar. The composite entity recognized the
targeting systems, and the portion of it which was Maneka Trevor felt yet another stab of awe as
Lazarus flashing psychotronic brain anayzed the emissions patterns to predict the Puppies targeting
queue. Sheld seen the Bolos' hyper-heuristic modeding capability in action before, but never from the
insde. Never as a participant. Now she knew—knew, beyond any shadow of a doubt—exactly what
targets the Me conians intended to engage, and in what order. There was no doubt in her mind &t all,
despite the fact that BattleComp inssted on quaifying with percentage probabilities, al of which werein
the ninety-plus percent range. It was asif she had become clairvoyant. Asif God Himself had tapped her
on the shoulder and told her what was about to happen.

No wonder the Bolos always seem to know exactly what to do next, asmall corner of her/their
shared personality which remained entirely hers thought. But most of her attention was on the geometry
of the engagement, and she swallowed a bitter mental curse.

The Puppies tactica coordination was off. Their active sensors pinned down their positionsfor
Maneka/l azarus, and it was obvious they'd set up a scissors attack, with two of their ships attacking
from one flank while the third attacked from the other. But the two closer ships—aheavy cruiser and a



destroyer—had reached attack position before their stealthed consort. They were aready sweeping into
the attack on Manekall_azarus sde of the convoy's formation, but the light cruiser was just far enough
outsdeits own attack range that Mickey was not yet able to engageiit.

<Chance of additional—?> the Maneka component demanded.

<04.75 percent, plus or minus 1.91 percent,> the Lazarus component responded before the question
was fully formulated. 1t would have taken pricel ess minutesfor ahuman to explain the logic upon which
that reply rested, but his entire analysis tree flashed through Maneka's merely human brain like lightning.
And hewasright. If the M conian squadron commander had been willing to detach a second heavy
cruiser for this attack, he would have detached its entire fist with it, instead of retaining its consortswith
hisflagship. Besides, the Puppies were too good at this sort of thing for aheavy cruiser to be so badly
out of pogtion that it wouldn't dready at least be bringing up its own targeting systems.

<Chance—> Maneka began a second question.

<97.62 percent probability destruction Kuan Yin, 96.51 percent probability destruction Keillor's
Ferry, 87.63 percent probability destruction Star Conveyor .>

The numbersflickered through her brain likeicy thunderbolts, and her heart soasmed in anguish as
the Lazarus component provided them. Star Conveyor was one of the colony'sindustry ships. Her loss
would be severdly damaging, dthough not fatd. But Keillor's Ferry was a personne transport, with over
seven thousand colonists on board. And Kuan Yin was poss bly even more preciousthan Keillor's
Ferry. She wasthe colony's main medical ship, carrying not just the equivaent of acomplete Core
World hospital complex, but also seventy-five percent of the expedition'stotal medica staff. Some of her
equipment, and especidly the artificial wombs and banks of sperm and ova, were backed up and
dispersed among other ships of the convoy, but her loss would be devagtating to the colony's chances of
survivd.

ManekallLazarus congdered every possible dternative in the glassy eye of eternity which Lazarus
modeling capability made available, and the human half of the fusion felt the Bolo haf's anguish matching
her own as the cold, uncaring probabilities burned before them.

If she'they engaged the closer Me conians before the light cruiser entered Mickey's engagement
envelope, she'they would have an eighty-five-plus percent chance of killing both of them before any of
the colony ships were destroyed. But only at the cost of aninety-six percent chance that the light cruiser
would break off before Mickey could take it under fire. And in that case, the probability of the
destruction of the entire convoy approached eghty-nine percent.

The loss of those three ships, and especidly of Kuan Yin, would lower the colony's probability of
long-term surviva to just over eighty percent, yet that was enormoudy greeter than the €l even percent
chance that the convoy would survive to find somewhere to establish the colony in thefirst placeif
Maneka/lazarus prevented those three ships destruction.

Both halves of her/their soul cried out in protest, but the numbers—those heartless, brutally honest
numbers—refused to relent. Mickey shared her/their anguish through the TSDS net, and in some ways,
Manekaredlized, it was even worse for him and Lazarus than for her. They were designed, engineered
on themolecular levd, to preserve human life at any cost to themselves. But thistime the cost would be
paid by someone else.

"Enemy ships!" Thefrantic cry ripped over the convoy's communications net as someone aboard
Kelllor's Ferry spotted the incoming Melconians. "My God, enemy ships! They're locking us up! ™

Manekall_azarus heard the panic, the horror in the unknown man's voice. Shelthey recognized the
fear of death init, but also the darker terror, the redlization that seven thousand other human beingswere
about to die with him, and Maneka closed her eyesin pain.

She could havefired. Could have taken the shot, destroyed two-thirds of their attackers before they

ever opened fire. A part of her cringed away from that knowledge, aready recognizing the endless
burden of guilt which would be hersif she did not. But Maneka Trevor knew about guilt. She had tasted



it to the dregs after Chartres, and if that was the price she must pay to perform her duty, then pay it she
would.

ManekallLazarus turret moved smoothly, the massive Hellbore tracking the destroyer, the nearer of
her/their targets and the one targeting Kuan Yin, as both Mel conian ships opened their gun ports and
turned to present their broadsidesto their hel pless targets. Shefthey needed no sighting circleson
Lazarus tactica display; shelthey knew they had a perfect targeting solution. That dl she/they had to do
wasfire.

"They're going to fi—"

"Firel" Ka-Sharan barked, and heard a deep, harsh bay of triumph from histactica crew as Death
Salker 's broadside blazed.

* % %

Lieutenant Lauren Hanover's face went white as she listened to the voice from Keillor's Ferry over
the earbug she'd tuned to the dl-ships communications net. Like every member of Kuan Yin's company,
Hanover had been at "action gtations' from the moment Commodore Lakshmaniah reported detection of
the M conian task force. Not that there was anything amedica ship could do in afleet engagement
except keep her head down and try to run. Now it was obvious Kuan Yin couldn't even do that.

"Hereit comes!" Captain Sminard's voice came harsh and desperate over the intercom, and
Hanover yanked her seat's strapstight. 1t seemed like an incredibly futile thing to do, and she looked
around the backup control room that was her duty station as the ship's second engineer, wishing she at
least had a proper shock frame. Medical ships weren't supposed to need that sort of equipment, an
idiotically pedantic voice said in the back of her mind. The voice sounded exactly like hers, but it couldn't
be. Shewouldn't be wasting energy at atime like thislecturing herself about—

Lauren Hanover's universe turned suddenly into madness as the concussive shock front ripped her
out of her chair and threw her at abulkhead.

* * %

Ka-Sharan bared his canines as two of the hated human transports erupted into splinters and
expanding gas. The forty-centimeter plasma bolts ripped through them asiif they had been constructed of
straw, and Battle of Shilzar wasfiring, too, athough her lighter armament had allowed her to target only
asnglevessd. Two of the three twenty-centimeter Hellboresin the destroyer's starboard broadside
scored direct hits; the third was avery near near-miss, and Ka-Sharan suppressed agrowl of frustration.
Lieutenant Commander Na-Shdl's tactical section should have done better than that at thisrange! They'd
certainly had long enough to plot the shot!

Sill, it scarcely matters, hetold himsdf, watching the crippled, two-thirds shattered hull stagger.
The broken ship dropped ingtantly out of hyper, still barely aive—poss bly—but vanished from his
sensors. He glanced at Lieutenant Sa-Uthmar, and his frustration eased as Sa-Uthmar automaticaly
tagged the exact coordinates at which the target had gone sub-light. Finding that wreck to guaranteeits
total destruction would be time-consuming but relatively straightforward, he thought, and turned back to
the targeting displays as Death Stalker rolled dightly to bring her next pair of victims under her guns.

"End in Honor isbeginning her firing run, Sr!" HaY anth announced.

* * %

Thevoicefrom Keillor's Ferry chopped off in mid-syllable as the huge transport exploded.
Fragments of her hull—and her passengers—spewed outward, each piece of debrisindividualy faling
out of hyper and into normal-space. The shattered wreckage was strewn across a volume of space at
least alight-week in diameter, and in that moment, Maneka Trevor wished she had been aboard the
murdered ship.

Therewas, she discovered, aspecia and dreadful cursein her union with Lazarus. Her thoughts now
moved at the speed of his, and asecond was ayawning eternity for her/them. Ampletimefor her to



choke down the bitter poison of knowing she might have stopped the Me coniansfrom firing. Y et there
wasthismercy, a least, she discovered; she aso shared the absol ute certitude that her/their probability
analysis had been accurate. That much, at least, she would never have to second-guess.

All three M conian warships swept towards their second tier of targets, and aflare of bleak and
bitter satisfaction burned through the three-part link of ManekallL azarusMickey.

* % %
"Coming on to firing bearing in two sec—"

Ha Y anth's voice broke off abruptly, and Ka-Sharan lunged up out of his command chair as Battle
of Shilzar disntegrated. She didn't blow up; she Smply ceased to exist in ablinding flash of plasma.

Héellbore! hismind gibbered. That was a Hellbore! But where—?!

Captain Ka-Sharan was ahighly experienced naval officer. He was aso avery quick thinker. So
quick that he actualy had timeto find theicon on thetactical plot from which that terrifyingly powerful
shot had come. But quick as he was, he had too little time to complete his thought.

Bolo transpor—!

Four seconds after destroying Battle of Shilzar, Maneka/L azarus put a 110-centimeter Hellbore
bolt graight through Death Stalker's forward power room and scored a direct hit on Reactor Number
One. Not that it actually mattered, in light of the catastrophic structural damage to the heavy cruiser's hull.
All the reactor'sfailing antimatter containment field redlly did wasto make Death Stalker 's destruction
even more spectacular.

* % %

"—terrible! Smply terriblel” Adrian Agndli's face was ashen on Maneka Trevor's com screen ashe
spoke to her from Harriet Liang'shu, the convoy's civilian flagship. "My God! Commodore
Lakshmaniah's entire squadron, and now this!"

"At least were il dive, Governor,” Manekasaid. He glared at her, asif infuriated by the bandity of
her response.

To her own surprise, shereturned hisglare levelly. Thiswas her very first one-on-one conversation
with the Governor, and she had expected her anxiety leve to be far higher. It wasn't. Instead, shefelt as
if some of Lazarus cam, atrace of his psychotronic dispassion, had remained with her after she
withdrew from the neurd linkage.

Or maybe it'sjust that after watching the Puppies shoot three transports right out of a convoy
that's my responsibility, a mere Governor is small beer, she thought with a sort of graveyard humor.

"Of course were dtill dive, Captain,” Agnelli said after amoment. "If we weren't, we wouldn't be
having this conversation. And before we continue, allow meto say thet | fully redize that the only reason
we are diveisyour and Lieutenant Chin's Bolos. But that doesn't make our Situation any less parlous.
The destruction of Keillor's Ferry isatragedy any way you look at it. Seven thousand lives—plus
Captain Haroldson and his entire crew—uwould be ahorrible thing under any circumstances. But their
deaths aso represent almost thirty percent of our entire colonid population! Star Conveyor 'slossis
amost as serious ablow to our basic industrid capabilities. But theloss of Kuan Yin—!"

He shook his head, hisface tight, and Maneka had to nod in agreement with his assessment.

"Governor Agnelli's daughter and son-in-law are physicians aboard Kuan Yin," Lazarus tenor voice
murmured suddenly in the Brigade implant in her left mastoid bone, and her belly twisted in an abrupt
resurgence of guilt.

"Governor," she said, as soon as she was certain she had control of her voice, "it's possible,”" she
stressed the qualifying adverb, "that Kuan Yin wasn't totaly destroyed.”

Agndli'seyesleapt to her face, and hisright hand, just visible on the corner of his desk, clenched into
anivory-knuckled figt.

"Explain,” herapped. "Please.” The afterthought courtesy popped out of him asif extracted by apair



of pliers.

"Keillor's Ferry and Star Conveyor were completely destroyed by the Me conians fire" Maneka
sad carefully. "Kuan Yin was serioudy damaged, but at least athird of her hull was ill intact when her
hyper generator failed. I1t'simpossible to estimate how much interna damage she may have suffered, but
therés at least the possibility that some of her personnel, and some of the critical medical equipment
aboard her, survived. Wejust have to go back and find her."

"I'm no military expert, Captain,” Agndli said, "but even | know how . . . difficult that would be." The
word "difficult” came out asif it tasted physicaly sour. Or asif he blamed her for raisng hopeswhich
couldn't possibly be satisfied. "That sort of search and rescueisajob for fully equipped military ships,
Captain Trevor. Not for ahandful of hastily assembled merchant vesseldl™

"Governor, | wouldn't have said anything about it if | weren't reasonably confident of our ability to
locate her. We know precisaly when and where she left hyper, and exactly what her emergence vector in
normal-space would be."

Agndlli looked skeptical, and she reached out and touched the headset on the corner of her desk.
The Governor's sharp eyes didn't miss the gesture, and she saw them widen dightly.

"Lazarus—I| mean, Unit One-Seven-Niner—had a hard fix on her, sir. And with al due respect to
the Navy, | doubt very much that any astrogator could do a better job of computing an intercept
solution.”

"Even s0," Agnelli sounded now asif he were arguing with himself, not Maneka, "even the best
solution isgoing to leave avery large volume to be searched, Captain. Even assuming thet . . . that
anyoneisdill dive aboard her," he cleared histhroat, "it sounds highly unlikely to me, from the damage
you've described, that her own sensors or communications syslemswould still be operable. Without an
active com beacon for usto homein on, finding her is till ajob for Navy sensors, not abunch of
merchant ships.”

"Under norma circumstances, you'd certainly be correct, Sir," Maneka agreed. "But we're not exactly
your ordinary run-of-the-mill merchant ships. We happen to have a couple of Bolosaong. They may not
mount standard nava sensor fits, but | think you'll find they have the capability we need for thismission.”

"Youreserious," Agndli said dowly. She nodded, and he drew a deep breath.
" redlly shouldn't authorizeit,” he said.

"Excuse me, Governor, but it isn't your decison.”

"I beg your pardon?' Agndlli's shoulders stiffened, and his eyebrows lowered.

"Commodore Lakshmaniah left mein military command, Sr," Maneka said in her most respectful
tone. "Asthe senior Dinochrome Brigade officer present, and as the commanding officer of Unit
One-Seven-Niner, the senior Bolo present, | am now the ranking member of the Concordiat military
present. As such, under our initid misson orders, | am now the military commander of this expedition.”

"That's preposterous!” Agnelli exploded. "Ridiculous! "

"No, Governor," Maneka said unflinchingly, refusing to dlow asingle quaver into her voice which
might have derted him to how desperately she wished she might have avoided this responghbility. "It's
neither preposterous nor ridiculous. | suggest you consult the relevant portions of our orders and of the
controlling sections of the Articles of War and the Congtitution.” She paused for perhaps two heartbests,
then added, "If you wish, Unit One-Seven-Niner can provide you with the necessary text of al three
documents™

Agndli'sjaw clamped like avise, and she gazed back at him camly, trying to look older than her
twenty-seven Standard Y ears. He was aboard another ship, well over two thousand kilometers from
Thermopylae, but she could dmost physically fed hisanger, frustration, resentment, and desperation.

Hard to blame him, really, she thought dmost clinicaly. He's almost three times my age, and he's
spent the last fifty years of hislife building a career in government. He's a professional, and now



some wet-behind-the-ears kid is trying to play rules lawyer and push him aside. No wonder he's
i ssedl!

But at the same time, he knows he needs me. Or, rather, he needs Lazarus and Mickey. What
the Puppiesjust did to us makes that clear enough . . . and on a personal level, we're the only
hope he has of ever finding KuanYin.

"Regardless of what our mission orders and the Articles of War may haveto say, Captain,” the
Governor'svoice wasicy, "you and | both know that neither the Constitution nor those who conceived of
and planned Operation Seed Corn intended for military ruleto supplant civilian control of this colony's
government.”

"l didn't mean to imply that they did, sr.”
Thiswas afight Manekawould have preferred to avoid entirely, and if that weren't possible, one she

would have delayed aslong as she could. Unfortunately, it was a point which had to be addressed—and
Settled—now.

"I'm aware, Governor,” she continued, ddliberately emphasizing histitle, "that our misson planners
awaysintended for you to serve asthe senior adminidirator and initiad chief executive of thiscolony. I'm
also aware that a complete executive council isdready in existence, to advise you and to serve asthe
basisfor the eective, salf-governing condtitutiond structure the colony will require. And, findly, g, |
assure you that | am fully aware of the Congtitution's requirement that military authority be subordinated
to civilian authority under the fundamenta law of the Concordiat. | neither desire nor intend to circumvent
that law in any way, or to attempt to use the Brigade units under my command to set up some sort of
military date.”

Hisface remained afortress, but she thought that at least alittle of histension had leached out of him.

"Asl interpret our misson orders,” shetold him, "the senior military officer of the expeditionisin
command of the military and logistical agpects of the operation until such time asthe colony has been
planted on a suitable planet and there is no military threat to its security. Obvioudy, the people who
wrote those orders expected Commodore Lakshmaniah to fulfill the role of military commander, not
someone asrelatively junior as myself. Nonethdess, | think you'll agree with me that the imperatives of
surviva require that there not be any question of our relative spheres of authority. Asthe senior military
officer, | may find mysdlf forced to issue orders based on the military situation and my knowledge of it,
which I may not have time to share with or explain to anyone dse. If that happens, none of us can afford
adtuation in which someone hesitates, or second-guesses those orders, because there's some question
asto whether or not | have the authority to give them.”

Agndli'sjaw was il set, but she saw at least aflicker of acknowledgment in hisflinty eyes.

"Y ou have the ultimate respongbility for the future and surviva of thiscolony, Sir,” she said earnestly.
"That's arespongbility I'm not suited for, and an authority | certainly don't want. But the military security
of the colony and its ddlivery to its new home are now my responsibility. Commodore Lakshmaniah
specificaly gaveit to me, and my seniority, despite my youth, means| can't just passit off to someone
else, however much | might wish | could. It'smy duty, Governor, and | intend to do it.”

Silence hovered, and Maneka wondered how Agnelli would have reacted if he'd known that shed
deliberatdly held her fire until after the Me conians attacked Kuan Yin and the other two ships. She knew
shed had no choice, but not only was the Governor acivilian, he hadn't been part of that human-Bolo
fusion. Which meant he would never share her absolute certainty that no other option had been opento
her, and that doubt, added to her youth and junior rank and his resentment of both, would probably have
forced the issue to a bitter and open confrontation, despite how badly he knew the colony needed the
Bolos.

"Very wdl, Captain Trevor," he said after along, cold hesitation. "1 understand your position. | won't
say | find mysdlf in fundamenta agreement with your interpretation of our relative 'spheres of authority,’
but I'm forced to admit the force of at least a part of your argument. And, as|I'm sure we're both well



aware, how badly | need at least your cooperation. Before formally accepting your authority asthe. . .
military commander of thisexpedition, however, | have one requirement.”

"What requirement, Sir?' Maneka kept her voice neutrd, refusing either to chalenge him or to appear
to meekly accept conditions.

"l will require alegally attested recording of a statement from you, Captain, which expresdy
acknowledges your understanding and acceptance of that portion of our mission orderswhich transfers
authority over and control of the military to the civilian government at the earliest possible moment
congstent with the military security of the colony.”

He glowered at her, clearly anticipating a protest, or at least aflare of anger, but she only gazed back
camly.

"Governor, Snce what you're requesting is no more than exactly my own interpretation of our orders,
| have no objection whatever to providing you with that recording.”

Heblinked, and she smiled ever so dightly.

"Sir, the truth is that there are aspects to assuming military command of the colony fleet which |
recognize I'm scarcely qualified to handle. Commodore Lakshmaniah had decades of experiencel don't
have, and an entire staff and naval command structure, to help her discharge her duties. | have Lieutenant
Chin, Lazarus—I mean, Unit One-Seven-Niner—and Mickey. People outside the Dinochrome Brigade
often don't understand just how capable a'staff' aBolo redly is, but even with both of them and
Lieutenant Chin, I'm not trained as an administrator on the level the colony needs. And | certainly have
neither the experience nor the training to handle dl of the many detailsthat crossared governor's desk
every day.

"Because| know dl of that, | would be extremdy grateful if you would continue to function as our
senior adminigtrator and chief civilian executive. | expect to be consulting with you on adaily basis, and |
a so anticipate absolutely no need or judtification for meto meddlein your responsgibilities. My sole
concern isto make absolutely certain that in the event of amilitary emergency—or, perhaps, | should
say another military emergency—the chain of command and find authority is clearly and unambiguoudy
understood by everyone."

Agndlli tipped back in his comfortable chair aboard the expeditionary flagship. He pursed hislipsand
gazed at her for several seconds through narrowed eyes. Then he smiled ever so dightly.

"I'm going to accept, provisondly at least, that you mean exactly what you'vejust said, Captain,” he
told her. "I'll go further than that. | believe you do, and that you have the most praiseworthy of motives. |
will ill, however, require that recording. | speak with acertain level of persona experiencewhen | say
power can be habit forming.”

She started to speak, but he raised one hand in asilencing gesture that was oddly courteous.

"I don't mean to suggest that you represent a Napoleon in the making, Captain,” hetold her.
"Although, to be completely honest, | do have some fear that someone with an effective monopoly on
control of thetotal military power available to us could succumb to Napoleonic temptation under certain
circumstances. From what 1've seen of you, and from your military record, | actudly don't believe you
have any natura inclination in that direction, however. What | am alittle afraid of isthat you'll acquire the
habit of command.

"A good military officer, just asagood governor or head of state, requiresthat habit. He—or
she—can't do hisjob properly without the inner assurance that when he gives an order, or issuesa
directive, it will be obeyed. The problem comes, Captain Trevor, when that assurance becomes so much
apart of him, and such acomfortablefit, that his authority seemsinevitableto him. It's not necessarily that
he's evil, or that he suffers from power madness or megaomania. It'sjust that he sees so clearly what
'has to be done," and since he's grown accustomed to being the primary problem solver, it'saxiomatic
that it'shisjob to seetoit that it gets done. It Smply stops occurring to him to consider that there might
be another way to do it, or that perhaps the people around him don't even agree that it needs to be done



inthefirg place. When that happens, the people who argue with him may become part of the problem,
asfar ashe's concerned. They're keeping him from doing hisjob, so he. . . removesthem. ™

He paused again, one eyebrow quirked asif to invite aresponse, and Manekaraised her right hand,

cupped palm uppermost.

"I understand your concerns, Governor Agnelli. | hopethey're unjustified. And I think | should dso
point out that the Brigade screensits personnel pretty carefully looking for exactly that sort of personality
trait. Y ou don't want someone who's convinced her judgment isinfdlible running around in command of a
Bolo, gr." She amiled with agenuineflicker of amusement. "And | should aso point out that Bolos
memories contain both the full text of the Congtitution and most of the Concordiat's lega code, not to
mention the Articles of War."

"And your pointis?' Agnelli asked when she paused.
"Bolos are programmed not to accept illegal orders, Governor, no matter who givesthem. They have

been ever ance the Santa Cruz Atrocity. That includes orderswhich arein violation of the Condtitution.
Evenif | wanted to be Napoleon, sir, Lazarus would refuse the role of the Old Guard.”

"So I've dways understood, Captain. And | believe you're being completely honest and sincere when
you say it. Nonetheless, I'm abit older than you are, and alifetime spent in politics tendsto make one a
bit of acynic. One of the oldest maximsisthat people change, and ancther is that power corrupts. So
trust you won't take it personaly if | ingst on maintaining the best system of checks and balances| can?'

"Of course not, Governor,” she said, with another and broader smile. "1'd recommend, however, that
we wait to make your forma recording until after we've relocated Kuan Yin. In the meantime, may |
suggest you and | place aread-only copy of thisentire com discussion in Harriet Liang'shu's secure
data storage? | fed sureit will serve your needsif | should at some future time succumb to the corruption
of power."

"l imagineit will, Captain," Agnelli agreed with asmile of hisown. But his smile was tauter, darker,
as her comment recalled hisfear that his daughter was dead from the anesthetic corner to which the
debate over authority had temporarily banished it.

"Inthat case, Governor,” shesad, "my first order asthe colony's military CO isto turn these ships
around and go find her."

"What are they doing now?"

General Ka-Frahkan's voice was harsh, and Captain Na-Tharlatwitched his earsin the Me conian
equivaent of ashrug.

"That'simpossbleto say for certain, Sr," hesaid. "My best guessisthat at least one of their vessels
dropped out of hyper partialy intact and that they intend to search for the wreck in normal-space.”

"With what chance of success?' Ka-Frahkan snorted skepticaly.

"With norma civilian sensor capability, avery poor one. But they obvioudy have at least two of their
accursed Bolos. Y ou probably have more familiarity with their sensor capability and range than | do,

gr.

KaFrahkan's ears flicked an acknowledgment, and the older Army officer rubbed the ridge of his
muzzle while he considered. He knew very little about the parameters of such a search operation, but he
knew agreat deal indeed about the sensors of the Human-built Bolos.

"I don't know whether or not they could find a damaged ship with aBolo's sensor suite," he said
findly. "But the Bolos would certainly know, and the Humanswould scarcely waste their time if they
didn't believe they might succeed. So | think we have to assumethat if any portion of adamaged ship
aurvived, they canindeed find it."

"But even 50, it will taketime," Na-Tharla observed, as they watched the entire Human convoy begin
the trangition to norma-space. "May | suggest that we wait until they've completed the trandtion to



n-space before we lay in our own course back to base? | would prefer to have any Bolo in the vicinity
takeits sensorsfar away from us before we make any course changes which might draw its attention.”

"Return to base?' Ka-Frahkan whedled away from the plot to stare at Na-Tharla. "That's out of the
question, Captain!™
"l beg your pardon, sir?' Na-Tharlablinked, earsfolding tight to his skull asthe generd glared at him.

"I sadit'sout of the question!" Ka-Frahkan snapped. "We're the only ones who know where this
convoy is. That makesit our responsibility to seeto it that it's destroyed!”

"Sir, with al due respect,” Na-Tharlasaid nervoudy, "Admiral Na-1zhaaran was unable to
accomplish that with an entire squadron. And you saw what those Bolos did to Captain Ka-Sharan'sfig.
Those were armed ships, Generd! We aren't. Thereé's no way in this universe we could destroy those
ships, evenif the Bolosweren't even herel”

"No," Ka-Frahkan agreed grimly. "But the fact that we can't destroy the ships doesn't mean we can't
destroy their gods-cursed colony. Don't forget, Captain. | have an entire heavy brigade under my
command. One which has dready demondtrated thet it is more than sufficient to destroy far larger Human
populations than this handful of ships could possibly have embarked!™

"Y ou're suggesting we follow them to their colony site and attack them on the ground?”
"Precisdly.” Ka-Frahkan's voice sounded like grinding iron.

"General Ka-Frahkan, | don't think that's possible ether,” Na-Tharlasaid in his most respectful
tones. The generd glared a him again, and he went on quickly. "First, though our stedlth systems are
very good, | can't guarantee that something with sensors as capable as aBolo'swon't eventually pick us
up anyway, if we attempt to shadow this convoy for any extended period. Second, we have no idea
where they're headed or how long the voyage may be. Their evident objectiveisto establish colonies as
ameans of assuring the surviva of their specieswhen the war ultimately goes againgt them. | would
assume that this means placing those colonies so far from anyone's explored territory that even their own
government won't know where they are. Not only would that decrease the chance of any of our survey
ships stumbling across them, but it would mean that there would be no record of their whereaboutsin any
datawe might eventudly capture.”

He paused, glancing at the general’s expression in an effort to gauge the other's reaction to what held
said so far. Ka-Frahkan only looked at him impassively, and he continued.

"If | were responsible for planning this operation, sir, my orderswould be for them to move asfar
away from any known star system as the maximum endurance of their vessd's permits. | would include a
safety margin to give them timeto locate a suitable world and to sustain them until their colony is
prepared to exist out of its own resources. But that could mean they might travel for another full year, or
even two. Our enduranceis barely aquarter of ayear with your brigade embarked.”

"Y ou have emergency cryo facilities, Captain,” Ka-Frahkan said coldly.

"Wedll, yes, sr," Na-Tharlasaid dowly. "But asyou just said, those are emergency facilities. If we
wereto put your brigade into cryo, we might suffer aloss rate of as much asfive or even ten percent.
And it would only extend our endurance to approximately ayear and ahdf. So evenif it dlowed usto
follow them to wherever they're going, it's virtualy certain we would be unable to return home again,
afterward.”

"This ship, and everyone aboard it, isexpendable," Ka-Frahkan'svoice wasflat, "just as Admira
Na-lzhaaran's warships were. If this convoy is able to successfully establish aHuman colony far enough
from the Empire, it will, asyou yoursdf have just pointed out, be virtudly impossible for our survey
forcesever to locateit. And if that colony survives, it will remember who murdered the rest of its species.
If it buildsits strength, reproducesitsaf, someday it will return, probably with the support of additional
colonized planets, to . . . discuss the current unpleasantness with our descendants. And that could be far
more dangerous than this ragged collection of ships might suggest to you.”



Na-Tharlaknew helooked puzzled, and Ka-Frahkan showed him thetips of hiscaninesina
humorless chdlenge-grin.

"Y ou may not redize just how serious our losses are going to bein thiswar. | don't have the exact
figures mysdlf, but so far—so far, Captain—we've aready |ost over twenty percent of our inhabited
planets. By the time we complete the destruction of the Concordiat, the People may have only ahandful
of worlds|eft themsdaves, and many of the onesthey still have may have been badly damaged. If there
are very many of these secret Human colonies scattered about the gaaxy, it's entirely possible that they
could rebuild in only afew generationsto a strength sufficient to pose avery seriousthresat to the People's
continued survivd."

"l—I ...see gr."

Na-Tharla sounded badly shaken, but Ka-Frahkan knew he had ample justification for any shock he
might feel. Hewas only aNavy captain, and the general knew his own seniority had granted him access
to intelligence reports far more detailed—and grimmer—than anything Na-Tharla had seen.

"l see" the captain repested after amoment, hisvoice abit firmer. "And | aso recognize that you're
obvioudy in abetter position to evauate the long-term threat acolony like thismight pose, Sir. However,
did we have prior confirmation that the Humans are pursuing such astrategy ?'

"Not confirmation, no. Our anaysts and planners have suggested that such an option would make
sense to the Humans, especialy when they realized they were inevitably going to lose the war, despite
their accursed tech advantages. But to the best of my knowledge, thisisthe first such colony fleet any of
our shipshas actudly sghted.”

"Inthat case, Generd," Na-Tharlasaid dowly, "isit more important that we follow this single convoy
to its destination and destroy it, or that we return to base with the confirmation that the Humans are
indeed doing this?*

"That," Ka-Frahkan conceded, "isavery valid question, and | don't know that I'm qudified to
answer it. But whether | am or not, I'm the one who hasto make adecison. And | do know this much.
We know about this convoy, and were currently in contact with it. We don't know how many of these
colonies the Humans may decide to send out, or what percentage of them will survive. But we can assure
the People that thisonewon't . . . and no one elseisin apostion to do that. We stumbled acrossthis
opportunity only asthe result of avanishingly unlikely coincidence, and the Nameless Ones know how
unlikely it isthat any of our other squadronswill be equaly lucky and encounter another onelikeit. So,
as| seeit, it'sclearly our responsbility to seize the opportunity we have and seeto it thet at least one
Human colony does not survive to threaten the Peoples future.”

"I can't believeyou actudly didit, Captain,” Adrian Agnelli said frankly.

He stood on the Harriet Liang'shu's bridge, gazing into the main visud display. Manekas com
image occupied one smdl corner of that huge diplay, but she wasn't using any visud interface of her
own. She was once again fused with Lazarus, watching through her/their sensors as the brutally battered
hulk of the hospita ship drifted closer.

"Thank Lazarus, gr," her image in the display said with asmile, dthough her physica body'slips
never moved. "l told you he could plot atight intercept.”

"That's certainly true, Governor,” Harriet Liang'shu's captain said, with arespectful nod to
Manekasimage. "Thisisas pretty apiece of multidimensiona navigation as|'ve seeninfifty yearsin

"I know," Agndli said, unableto tear his eyes away from the dowly growing image of the wreck
which had been CNS Kuan Yin. Asfar as Harriet Liang'shu's captain could see, the Governor's
tormenting struggle between impossible hope and darkest fear was evident only in hiseyes. But
ManekalL.azarus could monitor his pulse and respiration over the com audio, and the frightening power
of hisemotionswas only too evident to her/them.



"Governor,” her image said quietly amoment later, " Kuan Yin's communications appear to have been
completely crippled. However, Lazarus and Mickey are both detecting power sources aboard the ship.
Therés aso evidence of continuing low-volume atmosphere | oss, which suggeststhat &t least some
portions of the hull have retained interna pressure. | can't promise anything from here, but it looks asif
therésafairly good chance at least some of her crew have survived.”

Adrian Agndli stared into her eectronic eyes, and the sudden spike of both his hope and fear was
terrifying to see.

* % %

" ... areading from the after emergency lock yet?'

Henri Berthier's voice was calm over the com, but Maneka knew appearances could be deceiving.
Berthier, the Sherwood Forest's commanding officer and Agnelli's designated lieutenant governor, was
aso the Governor's persond friend. He knew Dr. Allison Agndlli-Watson and her husband William well.
Even if he hadn't, he was as painfully aware as any member of the colony expedition could ever hopeto
be of how vitd the recovery of as much of Kuan Yin's cargo and personnel as possible was. And despite
Lazarus estimates—estimates in which she had shared fully a the moment they were generated—even
Manekafound it hard to believe very many people could till be dive aboard that mangled hulk.

Especially since we still haven't been able to raise a whisper from them over the com, she
thought grimly.
"Still nothing," Lieutenant Commander O'Rellly told Berthier.

O'Relly was Sherwood Forest's second engineer, and held been assigned to theindustrid shipinno
smal part because of his expertise in degp-space congtruction . . . and salvage. According to the
personnel dossiers Lazarus had accessed from Harriet Liang'shu'sfiles, O'Reilly had aso been sdected
for hisjob in no smal part on Berthier's persona recommendation, so thered never been much question
who Berthier would sdect for this particular mission.

"But that doesn't mean alot, Henri," O'Reilly continued. "Not yet. We know they've got heavy
damage in the area, and that Hellbore hit forward took out both the main and secondary com centers.
Theresno placefor them to stand aregular com watch, and I'd say it's likely that the control station for
the lock took some pretty severe damage of its own. | doubt they have any sensor capability left to
speak of, either, and they're probably just a little busy inside there right now, so even if the control
gation'sintact, it's probably not manned.”

"I know, | know," Berthier said, and Maneka pictured him watching hisvisud display while OReilly's
heavy industrid shuttle closed with the wreck. " And there's no way they could possibly be expecting us
to find them, even if they'd had the sensorsto look for us. | know that, too. Still . . ."

Hisvoicetrailed off, and O'Rellly chuckled harshly over the com.

"l understand, Henri," hetold his captain, with the merchant service informaity which still sounded . .
. 0dd to Manekas ear. "And don't think for aminute that I'm not just asimpatient asyou are. But we've
matched motions now, and we'reinitiating docking. We should know something soon.”

* % %

"...S0at least we've got power for the foreseeable future, malam,” Chief Branscomb reported
wearily over the emergency communications system. "Fusion Two checks out, and at thisload, weve got
reactor massfor a least another sixty years. Not like we're going to be using the drive or the hyper
generator, after dl.”

"And Environmenta Three?' Lauren Hanover asked.

"Harder to say, maam," Branscomb said. "I've got Tannenbaum and Liang working on the plant
now, but, frankly, it doesn't look real good. Weve got hull integrity—barely—in this section, but the
shock damageisredly severe. Weve got fittings and power runs whipped apart dl over that part of the
hull. Power spikes through the Number Four power ring didn't help any, either. Y ou want my honest
best-guess, maam?”



"It'smorethan | have now, Chief," shetold him mordantly.

"Well, then, maam," the petty officer said, "I'd say you'd better not count on Three. Weve still got
Four and Five, but if | were abetting man, 1'd bet that Number Three's only going to be good for
Spares.”

"Undergtood, Chief."

Hanover leaned back in the acutely uncomfortable chair and scrubbed her face with the pams of her
hands. The helmet hung on her chest webbing made it a bit awkward, and she grimaced in exhausted
irritation. She was tempted to just set the damned, cumbersome thing down, but that wasn't the sort of
thing one did aboard a ship as badly damaged as Kuan Yin. Besdes, asthe medica ship'scommanding
officer, it was up to her to set the proper example.

Her mouth tightened at the thought, and she shifted in the chair. Her squirming didn't makeit any
more comfortable, but at least it was il intact . . . unlike her last chair. And unlike two-thirds of "her™
command.

Forty-seven hours ago, she'd been Kuan Yin'sfifth officer. Now she was "mistress after God" of a
drifting wreck with absolutely no hope of long-term surviva. She didn't know whether she was more
grateful for the way her newfound responsbilities requirement to radiate confidence deprived her of the
timeto givein to her own gibbering panic, or terrified by the crushing respongbilities which had landed on
her shoulders.

"Excuse me, Lieutenant.”

Hanover lowered her hands, remembering at the last moment not to snatch them guiltily away like
some admission of her own weakness. Dr. Chamdar, Kuan Yin's senior physiciant—and heredly was
the ship's senior physician, she thought mordantly, not just her senior surviving physcian—had entered
the compartment while her eyes were closed. She wanted to snap at him for snesking up on her, catching
her in an unguarded moment, but she suppressed the temptation sternly. Chamdar was acivilian. No one
had ever explained to him that he was supposed to ask permission before entering the bridge. And, she
admitted to herself, this bare-bones secondary control room hardly qualified as a proper "bridge”
ayway.

"Yes, Doctor?' she said instead. Her voice, like that of everyone else aboard, wasflat with
exhaustion, but to her own surprise, she managed to inject at least alittle courtesy into it.

"I havethat personnd list you asked for," Chamdar said, and Hanover felt her shoulders and her
stomach muscles tighten. This was something she needed to know, but she wasn't looking forward to his
report.

"Go ahead," she said.

"I have the actua names and the status of theinjured here," he said, handing her arecord chip. "In
genera terms, though, as closdly as| can crunch the numbers, weve taken over sixty percent casualties.
Fatal casudties, | should say. About a quarter of the people we have left are injured. Half adozen of
them arein critica condition, but | think we've got al of them stabilized, at least. Some of the
others—like you—" he glanced pointedly at Hanover's heavily splinted right leg "are technicaly
ambulatory, but would normally bein sickbay."

God, it's even worse than | thought, Hanover thought bleskly. But at least it makes what
happened to Environmental Three less important, doesn't it? We can keep that few people going
on Four and Five alone until we finally run out of power. And isn't that a piss-poor excuse for a
slver lining?

Sheld known Captain Sminard and most of Kuan Yin's crew were gone. Crew quarters had been
forward of the bridge, and only those crew people who'd been on duty aft of midships had survived. But
sheld hoped more of the passengers might have madeit . . . thisfar, at least. Passenger quarters had been
mostly inthe after half of the ship, after dl.



"Thank you, Doctor,” she heard hersdf say. "I'll review this—" she twitched the chip in her right hand
"—as soon as | have the opportunity.”

"I'm afraid there isn't that much rush,” Chamdar said sadly. "Still, it looks like quite a bit of the med
equipment itsalf survived, and we've got three completely intact wards. We should be able to take care
of our wounded, now that you and your people have managed to get the ship stabilized.”

"What'sleft of it, Doctor." Hanover smiled grimly at him. "And just between you and me, | think
'stabilized might be putting it just abit strongly."

"'Stabilized' has quite a pecific meaning to physicians, Lieutenant—I mean, Captain,” Chamdar said.
"And asfar as| can seg, it gppliesto where you and your people have gotten us. Which brings meto
another point. That leg of yoursisn't just 'broken.’ The bone damageis extraordinarily severe. Weredly
need to get you into trestment, get the fuser working on that femur, as quickly as possible.”

"Doctor, |—"

"I understand about your responsibilities,” heinterrupted in afirm tone. "But be honest with yoursdlf,
Captain. Y ou aren't redly ambulatory right now. Y oure amply sitting there, in that extremely
uncomfortable chair, being stubborn. Well, you can st in ahospital bed in consderably greater comfort
and be equdly stubborn while wetry to salvage your leg, you know. Under the circumstances, the
medical staff won't even object if people like Chief Branscomb come clumping into the ward to report to
you."

|—
"Maam! | mean, Captain!”
The sudden, sharp voice over Hanover's earbug interrupted her subborn, illogically obstinate
resistance to Chamdar's suggestion. She tensed automatically, but even as she did, sheredized that

whatever had put that sharp edge in the voice wasn't yet another in the chain of disasters which had been
reported to her over the past two days. Thistime the voice was excited, amost breathless.

"What, Foster?' shereplied. At least with so few of her people left, recognizing voices was easy
enough.
"Maam, somebody'sjust docked with the after lock!"

* % %

| am proud of my Commander.

She has refused to allow her fears and her doubt of her own capacity to prevent her from
discharging her duties. In the fusion of our neural linkage, her awareness of how easy it would
have been to allow Governor Agnelli to assume full control—and responsibility—was obvious to
me. The strength of her temptation to do just that was equally obvious, yet however great the
relief might have been, she never once seriously considered doing so.

It is fortunate that her reluctance to interface with me has disappeared. In the absence of a
human support staff, she requires my capabilities as a substitute. Moreover, it is apparent to both
of us—sinceit isimpossible for either of usto conceal the realization from the other—that such
intimate contact with my own personality has had a healing effect upon hers.

As hers has had upon mine, as well. | had not recognized the depth of my own "survivor's
guilt” until I saw itsmirror in her. And neither of us would truly have been able to recognize how
irrational our own guilt was if we had not recognized how irrational it was for the other one to
harbor such a self-destructive emotion.

Which is not to say my Commander is fully healed. Sheis, after all, Human, and Humans—as |
have now discovered through direct personal experience—are both incredibly tough and equally
incredibly fragile. Unlike Bolos, they are entirely capable of simultaneously entertaining mutually
contradictory beliefs, and their capacity to question and doubt their past actions and decisionsis.
.. extreme. My Commander has not and, | now realize, never will fully forgive herself for not



preempting the Enemy's attack on Kuan Yin and the other two transports which were destroyed.
At the same time, she accepts as completely as | myself do that, painful asit was, it was the only
viable tactic availableto us.

Bolos are not engineered to embrace contradictory convictions. Nor isit truly possible for a
Bolo to continue to question a tactical decision when the evidence is overwhelming that the
decision actually taken was the correct one. Thisisa Human characteristic, and one | do not
envy.

Yet it occurs to me that within that characteristic lie the seeds which impelled a weak, nearly
hairless biped, equipped with only the most rudimentary of natural weapons, to raiseitself froma
user of primitive stone tools to the conquest of half the explored galaxy. Thereis a strength, a
dauntless willingness and courage to confront impossible odds and shoulder unbearable burdens,
within Humanity. And without that strength and that ability, my kind would never have come into
existence at all.

Itisfitting, | believe, that my Commander should so thoroughly represent the refusal to
surrender which has taken her people—and mine—to the stars.

* % %

Maneka Trevor leaned back in the command chair on Thermopylae's bridge and watched the
navigational display asthe convoy prepared to once again enter hyper-space and resume its interrupted
journey.

She would have preferred to be back in her quarters, linked with Lazarus, watching the maneuver
through his sensors. When the Brigade had decided to upgrade Lazarus with the neurd interface
capability and assgned her, asthe sole surviving human member of the Thirty-Ninth Battaion, ashis
commander, the bright, enthusiastic Bolo tech had told her how wonderful it would be. At that moment,
the last thing in the universe Maneka had wanted was to get that close to the single Bolo which had dared
to survive when Benjy had not. Looking back, she was guiltily aware that sheld paid far less attention to
the briefings and the training than she ought to have. But now, unlike then, she understood why that same
enthusiadtic tech had aso warned her that one of the perils of the interface was the possibility of
becoming dependent upon—addicted to, really—the sensors and computational speed and ability of the
Bolo haf of the fused personality.

That was an addiction to which, it seemed, it would have been only too easy for her to succumb. She
knew Lazarus understood her concern, and that he certainly didn't "blame" her for putting acertain
distance between them. Although, to befair, that wasn't precisely what she'd done, either. It wasmorea
case of rationing hersdlf to those moments of semi-godhood when the two of them became one. Shed
adopted arigoroudy limited schedule, and established her own hierarchy of prioritiesto determine when
circumstancestruly judtified linking fully with Lazarus outside of that schedule.

And there was another, intensely practical reason for her to be here on Thermopylae's bridge at this
particular moment. She was discovering that her role as military commander of the expedition had amuch
greater politica component than sheld anticipated. All of the adult members of the colony's personnel had
received basic military training before they were selected for this mission. No onewould ever confuse
them with front-line Marines, or members of the Dinochrome Brigade, but they were at |east aswell
trained as any planetary militia. Indeed, their legd status was that of a planetary militia. Which meant that
athough they had their own internal command structure, headed by Peter Jeffords, one of Agndli's
councilors, who aso carried the rank of afull brigadier, he was a militia brigadier, and therefore
subordinate to her orders as a captain of the Brigade.

Onthefaceof it, that was asridiculous as her informing Governor Agndli that her authority
superseded his. Unfortunately, it would have been even more ridiculous for what amounted to an infantry
brigadier who commanded atotal of barely nine thousand militiamen and women, to assert command
over thirty-four thousand tons worth of Bolos and the woman who commanded them. Besides, the chain
of command waslegdly clear and unambiguous.



But if shewas going to command al those trained militia people in the event of an emergency, then
she had to come to know them, and they had to come to know her. Just asit wasimperative for
Lieutenant Hawthorne and the crew of Thermopylae to know her and to trust her judgment. Which
wasn't going to happen if sheretired into a hermitlike symbiotic dependence upon her link to Lazarus.

However tempting that might be.

"Liang'shu reports that the convoy will be prepared to enter h-space in another seven minutes,
Captain Trevor," Hawthorne reported, asif to punctuate her own thoughts.

"Thank you, Captain,” she said gravely, suppressing atemptation to smile as two people whose
combined age was under sixty Standard Y ears, addressed one another with such formality. Although
Edmund Hawthorne was clearly entitled to be addressed as " Captain” aboard the vessel he commanded,
hisforma rank was only that of a senior-grade Navy lieutenant. That was more than sufficient to
command avessd whose total human complement, exclusive of Maneka hersalf, numbered only
thirty-six, but it was sobering to reflect that at twenty-six Standard Y ears, he was now the senior
aurviving regular Navy officer within severa hundred light-years.

"I haveto admit," Hawthorne continued, "that | ill have to pinch mysdf sometimesto be sureI'm not
dreaming that we actualy managed to pull this off."

"L ocating Kuan Yin, you mean?'

"Widll, that, too, of course" Hawthorne said with ashrug. "But | was thinking about finding anyone
aive aboard her. Or, for that matter, being aive oursalves. Which we wouldn't be, maam, without you
and the Bolos"

Histone, Manekawas relieved to note, was Smply factua, dmost conversationd, without the
near-veneration she got from some of the other colonists. That would have been even more difficult for
her to cope with coming from one of the tiny handful of other surviving regular officers. Especidly since
he was no more aware than any other human member of the expedition that shed held her fire until after
theinitid Me conian attack on the transports.

"We're not out of the woods yet," she pointed out. "Weve got along way to go."

"Understood, maam." Hawthorne nodded and began to say something else, then stopped and turned
away with abrief smile to acknowledge his astrogator's formal report of readinessto proceed.

Maneka smiled back, but her mind was busy replaying her conversation with Agnelli when the two of
them had decided—and she was relieved that it truly had been ajoint decision—to execute aradical
course change and continue their voyage for at least another full Standard Y ear before settling upon a
new homeworld. It would extend their journey for three Standard M onths beyond the duration originaly
contemplated in their mission orders, but those orders had dways granted Agnelli and his military
commander the authority to extend their flight time. And the fact that they didn't know how long the
Meél conians had trailed them before attacking or whether or not they had dispatched a courier ship home
with news of what they'd discovered made both of them very nervous. If the Me conianswere able to
accurately project even arough base course for the convoy, it would increase the Imperia Navy's
chance of finding them exponentialy. So even though it would reduce the safety margin provided by the
trangports supplies, no one in the colony fleet wanted to stop any closer to explored space than they had
to.

"Actudly, maam," Hawthorne said, returning his attention to her, "I'm still astonished that we found
anyone aive aboard Kuan Yin." He shook his head. "Hanover did damned well with what she had | ft,
but the Dog Boys redly ripped the hell out of her. The Compton Y ard redlly builds them, doesn't it?

"That they do, Ed," she agreed. "That they do. And thank God for it!"
Hawthorne nodded solemnly and rapped his knuckles gently on the smal square of natural wood
he'd had mounted in the center of his command chair'sright arm rest. Maneka amiled at the superstitious

gesture, but she shared his astonishment at the surviva of any of Kuan Yin's complement. Despitethe
horrendous damage the hospital ship had absorbed, amost thirty-five percent of her total complement



had lived through the attack. More than three-quarters of the survivors were trained medical personnel
and specidigtstheir new colony would desperately require, and one of them was Dr. Allison
Agndli-Watson.

Her husband, on the other hand, was not among them.

The Governor had obvioudy been very closeto his son-in-law, and William Watson-Agnelli's degth
hed hit him dmost ashard asit had hit his daughter. Y et having Allison restored to him literally from
beyond the grave had done wondersfor him, and by Lazarus estimates, the literdly pricelessmedical
equipment and supplies the convoy had spent three weeks salvaging from the broken wreck—not to
mention the even more desperately needed physi cians themselves—had increased the colony's ultimate
probability of surviva from eighty percent to eighty-seven percent. It would still take at least two years
from the time they reached their destination to put dl that equipment back on-line, and longer than that to
replace the equipment which had been impossible to salvage, but at least they had afar better starting
point than they would have had otherwise.

"We're ready to proceed, Captain Trevor," Hawthorne said formaly, reporting to the military
commander empowered to authorize the movement.

"Very well, Captain Hawthorne. Please sgnd thefleet to do so."
"Yes maam."
The surviving vessdl's vanished like soap bubbles, disgppearing once again into hyper, and the

abandoned, lightless hulk which had once been named Kuan Yin was|eft to drift, lost and londly, inthe
endlessinterstelar dark.

2

"Stand by to execute," Lieutenant Hawthorne said.

"Standing by, aye, aye, Sir," Lieutenant Jackson Lewis, his executive officer acknowledged crisply.

"Execute,” Hawthorne said.

"Aye, aye, Sr," Lewis said, and looked courteoudly at the visua pickup of Thermopylae's Al.
"Execute the maneuver, lona," he said.

"Executing maneuver, aye, Sir," the Al's pleasant contrato said dmost musicdly, with the Navy's odd
fetish for archaic formality, and Maneka sat quietly in the assistant astrogator's bridge chair, watching as
Thermopylae siwung suddenly but smoothly about to retrace her course.

Thetiming for the maneuver had been randomly generated by Lazarus, and she felt confident that no
one could have predicted the moment at which it would be executed. If, as had become increasingly
unlikely, there truly were asurviving Me conian starship anywherein the vicinity, it would be as surprised
asany other unit of the colony fleet by Thermopylae's abrupt course change.

In many ways, it was very tempting to execute the maneuver hersaf through Lazarus control of
Thermopylae's maneuvering systems. That, however, would have come under the heading of aBad



Idea, she thought with adight, crooked smile as she watched the repeater plot in front of her. Edmund
Hawthorne had proven even more flexible than she'd hoped, but stepping al over any commanding
officer's prerogatives was bound to generate friction, or at least resentment. Either of which was
something she could do without forever.

Besides, sheld discovered she actudly enjoyed watching Thermopylae's human crew in action. It
didn't give her that sense of near-godhood she got from linking with Lazarus, but there was a sense of
companionship, of incluson with the rest of the human race, which had become unspeakably preciousto
her since the full burden of command had settled onto her shoulders.

Thermopylae settled on her new heading, and Lazarus sensors reached out to sweep the convoy's
back trall. If there were, in fact, anyone following, he would dmost certainly betrailing from somewhere
astern. That would put him in the best position to observe course changes. . . and to evade any sensor
sweepslikethisone.

* % %
"'Sensor sweep!™

Captain Na-Tharla's head jerked up at the announcement. He climbed out of his briefing room chair
and headed for the hatch between the briefing room and the bridge proper.

"Execute Evason One!" Lieutenant Hasak Ha-Shathar, Death Descending's executive officer
barked. Ha-Shathar had the watch, and Na-Tharlas ears rose in approva at hisimmediate response to
thewarning. It was far from the first time one of the Humans Bolo transports had doubled back, and he
wished the accursed thingswould at least operate on some sort of predictable schedule. Death
Descending's sensor section and Ha-Shathar's reaction speed had probably been sufficient again—this
time. But if the Humans kept this up long enough, sooner or later they were entirely too likely to get
lucky.

Na-Tharlastepped through the hatch and crossed briskly to his own command station. Ha-Shathar
glanced up a him, one ear haf-cocked, but Na-Tharlaflattened his own ears briefly in answer to the
unvoiced question. Ha-Shathar was doing everything right, and Na-Tharlawas confident he would
continue to do so.

Death Descending atered course as Ha-Shathar had ordered. The Melconian transport was larger
than the Human ship sweeping back towardsit, and less maneuverable under its main drive. But the
Human ship was at |least as detectable, and Death Descending's sensors had been tracking it literdly for
weeks now. They knew exactly what to ook for, and they had picked up its course change amost
ingtantly. That was sufficient warning to allow Ha-Shathar to change heading, sweeping away from the
oncoming Human trangport and its accursed Bolo a an acute angle without ever quite exposing Death
Descending's own vulnerable after aspect to the enemy's sensors. Na-Tharlawatched narrowly asthe
gap between the two vessdls first narrowed, then began gradualy to open once again with no indication
that the Humans had detected hisship . . . thistime.

"It would appear we have once again evaded them, Hasak," the captain observed dryly.

"Yes, gr. It would," Ha-Shathar replied in the same voice of studied cam, watching the bridge crew
from the corner of hiseye.

"Well done," Na-Tharlasaid, and looked at the sensor officer of the watch. "Well done, everyone.
Especidly sensors," he added, letting his earsrisein an expression of amused confidence. "If that'sthe
best they can do, thisisgoing to be far smpler than | told General Ka-Frahkan it would!"

Something akin to aquiet chuckle ran around the bridge, and Na-Tharla nodded in approval and
returned to the reports on the briefing room computer terminal.

Hedidn't dlow hisearsto droop in worry until the hatch had did quietly shut once more behind him.

* % %

"Well done, Captain Hawthorne," Maneka said as Thermopylae came back around to her original

course and loped off in pursuit of the rest of the convoy.



"Thank you, maam,” Hawthorne replied. "We gtrive to please.”
"So I've noticed,” shesaid, and smiled at him.

He smiled back, and wondered if sherealized how that smile transfigured her face. Or just how
attractive the face in question actualy was. When sheld first come aboard, if anyone had asked him, he
would have said that the possibility that she might ever have smiled in her entire life was absurd. Hed
been tempted, at firdt, to think it was arrogance, or the snobbish belief that an officer of the Dinochrome
Brigade was infinitely superior to any mere Navy puke assigned to play chauffeur for her and her Bolo.
And when shefindly did begin to unbend abit after the commodore's desth, he'd suspected for awhile
that it was afdse display, no more than arole sheld assumed when she suddenly found herself alonein
command.

But he'd been wrong about that. He till hadn't figured out why sheld been so standoffish, so tiff and
wooden. And it till seemed . . . odd that she'd become so much more human only after the expedition
suffered so much loss and so many deaths. It wasn't because she was happy to have inherited
Commodore Lakshmaniah's command. That much had been dmost painfully evident from her first
command conference. Her determination to do the job had been obvious, but the fact that she found the
weight of responsibility crushing, whether she was prepared to admit it or not, had been equally obvious.
But the fact that something had changed had been glaringly apparent, and Edmund Hawthorne was
determined to eventualy figure out what that something was.

And not, he admitted to himsalf, smply because she was his superior officer.

"How likely isit redly, do you think, that there's a Puppy back there, maam?' he asked &fter a
moment

"Likely?" She gazed at him for acouple of heartbeats, her deep blue eyesthoughtful in her
sandalwood face, then shrugged dightly. "Honestly, | dont think it's likely at al," she said. "1 do think it's
possible, though. And the consequencesif it turns out there is someone back there and we don't spot
them could be disastrous.”

He nodded, but hisfrown was equally thoughtful, and she cocked her head at him.

"Should | assume from your expression that you think thisiswasted effort, Captain Hawthorne?' she
asked.

"No, maam. Certainly not," he said quickly, shaking his head at the undeniable edge of chill which
had crept into her throaty, amost smoky soprano voice. "'l wasjust thinking about the logistics equation
anyonefollowing uswould face.

"Ah." Manekatipped back in her borrowed bridge chair. "That's something | hadn't redlly
considered,” she continued after amoment, and smiled again. ""Bolos have an enormous amount of
information storage, but | suppose there are limitsin everything. Lazarus has a huge amount of detail
about things like firepower and baitle screen strength for Dog Boy warships, but | guess the people who
loaded his memory didn't see any reason hed need information about their endurance.”

"Don't make the mistake of assuming that | know that much about it, either, maam,” Hawthornetold
her with alopsided grin. "1 don't. But | do know what sorts of constraints we're facing, and we knew
what sort of voyage we were committing to. | don't see any way the Puppies we ran into could have
been stored or provisioned for atrip anywhere near aslong as the one we're making. Which meansthat if
thereis anyone back there, they're going to be facing some pretty serious problems over the next severd
months.”

"Which, presumably, they would redlize even better than you do,” Maneka mused doud.
"Exactly," Hawthorne agreed.
"But would that necessarily mean they wouldn't try it, anyway?'

"That would depend on so many variables | doubt even your Bolo could make ameaningful
projection,” he said. "And | suppose alot would also depend on exactly what sort of ship they've got.



Assuming, of course, that they're back there at al.”

"Givemeafor ingance," she said, watching his expression closdly, and he shrugged and angled his
own chair back.

"Their cybernetics aren't anywhere near as good as ours, according to the Intelligence estimates I've
seen,” hesaid. "1 don't know anything about their planetary combat equipment, but on the Navy side,
their Al isan awful lot less cgpablethan oursis. If Intelligenceisright, Thermopylae's Al is probably as
good as anything most of their cruisers or destroyers mount, and, frankly, lonaisn't actualy dl that bright.
Not much more than astandard civilian vessdl with afew more-or-less military applications added as
strap-ons, redly. And in addition to the limitations on the computer support, their onboard sysemsarea
lot more manpower intensve than ours. That means even their warships have big crews compared to a
amilar Navy ship, and on atrip thislong, that's got to cost them in terms of life support endurance. Then
theré's the question of spare parts and maintenance and the fact that their maintenance cyclesare
supposed to be shorter than ours.”

"So you think they're likely to start suffering equipment mafunctions?”

"I think it's something they have to be concerned about. On the other hand, an awful lot would
depend on where they werein their current maintenance cycle when they ran into us. If they wereonly a
few monthsinto the current cycle, then they probably have a |east ayear, maybe as much as eighteen
months, or even two years, before things got redly dicey on them. Of coursg, if they did have some sort
of mgor engineering casudty or syslem malfunction, they'd be one hdll of along way from home or any
spares they needed. On baance, though, unlesswe hit them fairly late in the cycle, they're probably good
for at least ayear and ahdf before they start having problems from that perspective.”

"What about endurance on their power plants?’

"That shouldn't be any problem for them. Well, aslong as they're bigger than a destroyer, anyway. |
don't have exact figures, but with the antimatter plants they use, any one of their cruisers ought to have a
least acouple of years worth of fuel endurance on board, even under drivein hyper. No, maam." He
shook his head. "The Achilles hed would be life support. Food, especidly. Their warships don't have the
hydroponics sections our personne transports or agro ships do, so they're limited solely to whatever
food they loaded before they left port, and there's no way they could possibly have 'just happened' to
have packed the better part of two years worth of food aboard ships that weren't specifically intended
for the same sort of long-range cruising we were."

"What about cryo deep?' she asked.
"Their warships don't begin to have that sort of cryo capacity,” he said confidently. "At best, they

might be able to put as much asten or fifteen percent of their total personnd into cryo, and that wouldn't
be anywhere near enough to have any sgnificant impact on their food demands over avoyage that long."

"And their trangports?'

"I honestly don't know," he said frankly. "1 know they have at least some cryo capacity built into
amogt dl their troop transports, but my understanding isthat it'sintended primarily for emergency use."

"Which these circumstances would certainly congtitute,” she pointed out.

"Oh, no question,” he agreed. "The point | was making wasn't that they wouldn't useit, just that
because it'sintended for emergency use only, it's not as sophisticated—or reliable—as the cryo even our
agro transports are using. They'd take losses, probably significant ones, if they used it. Given the stakes,
I'd probably go ahead and risk that, if | werethe skipper of anavd transport in this Stuation. But even if
| wanted to, | couldn't do that if | were the skipper of one of their cruisers, because | wouldn't have the
fadlitiesin thefirg place.”

"So the bottom line," she said dowly, "isthat, from what you're saying, if Commodore Lakshmaniah
redly did detect a stedthed logistics ship, it could still be back there, and depending on what sort of
cryogenic capability it has—and the percentage of lossesits CO iswilling to accept—it might very well
be able to stay with usal theway. But if theré'sa warship ill following us, it dmost certainly won't



have the endurance to stay with us.”

"Pretty much." He nodded. "Whichisn't alot of help, | know. | mean, if there really was another ship
out there, the commodore was probably right that it was alogigtics ship. So adl thiskicking the
possibilities around doesn't really change the parameters very much.”

"Don't sal your contribution too short,” Maneka disagreed, regarding him speculatively. "1 doubt that
therésacruiser back there. If there were, it would amost certainly have gone for amissile engagement
by now. It could pick off the merchies one at atime from beyond any range a which Lazarus or Mickey
could engageit in return. And given what you've said about its probable endurance limitations, it wouldn't
have waited thislong, either. Not unlessit was entirely out of missiles, and | can't conceive of any reason
for that."

"Unlessthey're trying to lull us—you—into asense of overconfidence before they actually do attack,
Hawthorne countered in the best devil's advocate fashion.

"A possibility," she conceded, smiling a him again. "The Dog Boys are great advocates of the KISS
principle, though, so that's probably a bit too deviousfor their thinking in astuation likethisone. I'll bear
itinmind, of course, but | don't redly think it'slikely. And eveniif it is, from what you've said, they'd
probably still launch their attack sometime in the next few months. Well short of our planned arriva time,
ayway."

"Probably," he agreed after amoment.

"But if it'satransport, then the parameters change, assuming that they're willing to risk the sorts of
Cryo casudties you were estimating.”

"Yes, maam.”

"Of course, dl of that becomes amoot point if we manage to detect them on one of our sweeps.”

"Yes, maam," he agreed yet again. "And, frankly, | think that the fact that they haven't even tried to
mousetrap one of the transports by ambushing her at long range when she doubled back on one of the
sweeps, is pretty convincing additional proof that whatever might be behind us, itisnt acruiser.”

"Point taken." Maneka frowned thoughtfully, rocking her bridge chair back and forth. "All right,
Captain,” shesaid findly. "I think this has been a productive discussion. We probably need to have more
likeit. For the moment, I'm going to proceed on the worst-case assumption that we are being shadowed
by aDog Boy cruiser. And if that's the case, then were most likely to see them launch an attack in the
next two or three months, at the outside. Well be on the alert, accordingly. And | think | might just have
alittle discussion with Governor Agnelli about the possibility of extending our own voyagetime abit
further till. If it turns out we're being followed by atransport, | think the odds are pretty good that well
eventualy spot it on one of the sweeps. If we don't, though, let's seeif we can't Sretch its endurance out
even further. Hopefully until it sngps on them.”

"Sounds good to me, maam,” he said.

"Good." She stood with the curioudly catlike grace held come to associate with her, and he stood to
face her. "Thank you for bringing thisto my attention,” she said.

"Y ou're welcome, maam," he said respectfully, and watched as she | eft the bridge and headed for
her quarters.

"S0, you've evaded them yet again, Captain.”
"Actudly, gr, it was Lieutenant Ha-Shathar,” Na-Tharla observed.
"As per your orders and previous planning.”

"Perhaps, gr." Na-Tharlagazed at Genera Ka-Frahkan for severa seconds, then sighed. "The truth
is, §r, that aswell as Ha-Shathar performed, and as much as1'd like to accept the credit for his success,
thisis adangerous game. We were lucky. We may not be the next time. And there will be anext time."

Ka-Frahkan looked back at him, then flattened his ears dightly in unhappy agreement.



"Perhapsif we can smply evade detection long, they'll decide there's nothing to detect,” he said, after
amoment.

"With the utmost respect, Generd, you know we can't rely on that. Whoever isin command over
there istaking no chances, and these random sensor sweeps of hisare impossible to predict. | believe
hell continue them indefinitely, whether he detects anything or not.”

"May the Nameless Ones devour hissoul,” Ka-Frahkan muttered. He rubbed the bridge of his
muzzle, glowering into invisible distances. " Can we drop back gill farther and maintain contact with
them?" he asked findly.

"| can't guaranteethat, Sir," Na-Tharlasaid frankly. "We can detect and track them from much farther
than they can detect us, but if we drop back far enough to give us a better chance againgt these
unexpected sensor sweeps, well be at the very edge of our own sensor range. Under those
circumstances, if we maneuver to evade what we're estimating as the Bolos sensor reach against our
stedlth cagpatiilities, it's very probable that the entire convoy will drop off of our sensors whilewe do s0."

"If they do, what are our chances of reacquiring them once more?"

"Generd, that depends upon so many variablesthat any estimate | gave you would be no better than
aguess” NaTharlasad. "Assuming they maintain their base course while they sweep for us—or that
any course change they adopt isrelatively minor, at least—then our chances of regaining contact with
them would be excellent. If, however, they execute aradical heading change after driving us out of sensor
range, our chances would be very poor, at best.”

"l see" KaFrahkan sat slent for dmost two full minutes, then inhaled sharply. "What do you
recommend, Captain?' he asked, and histone and expresson were far more formal than they had been.

NaTharlalooked back at him. A part of the captain wanted to protest that the decison wasn't his.
That it was Ka-Frahkan who had elected to pursue the Human convoy in first place, just ashewas dso
Na-Tharlas superior officer. Y et the rest of him recognized that Ka-Frahkan lacked the specialized
knowledge and experience to properly evaluate the riskshimsdlf . . . and that he waswilling to admit it.

"Sr," NaTharlasad at last, "as I've dready said, | believe were up against a Human commander
who intends to take no chances. | think it'sentirely possible, even probable, that he doesn't truly believe
anyone could be on histrack, yet he's obvioudy taking precautions—intelligent and capable
ones—againgt the possihility that someoneis. It can't be much longer before he begins making occasiona
sweegpswith both of the Bolo transports, which will be much more dangerous, especidly if we'retracking
the enemy from relaively short range. In my opinion, the chance of our being detected eventually under
those circumstances gpproaches unity. Death Descending must maintain sufficient separation to give us
the greatest possible flexibility of evasion coursesif we hopeto avoid the sensors of two Bolos.”

"So you recommend dropping further back."

"l do, gr," Na-Tharlasaid unflinchingly. "At the same time, however, it'smy duty to point out that if
the other transports do execute aradica course change during such a sensor sweep, we could very well
losetherest of the convoy completely.”

"But not the Bolo trangports?' Ka-Frahkan said thoughtfully.

"Most probably not." Na-Tharlaflicked his earsin a gesture of exasperated ignorance. "I command a
trangport, Generd. Our database contains very little information on the Humans Bolos or the Bolos
trangport vessels. Asaresult, | know virtually nothing about the stedlth capabilities they might possess.
According to what little data | do have, their trangports normally don't incorporate agreat ded of sedth
ability. They have at least one smaller class of transport, often used to land infantry or very light
mechanized unitsfor specia operations and surprise raids, which has extremely capable stedth, but the
Bolo transports appear not to match that capability. If that's true, and they don't possess capabilities
greater than they've so far displayed, and given that were using only passive sensors, then we ought to be
ableto track them from beyond my current estimate of the range of which the Boloswould belikely to
detect us."



He bared his canines mirthlesdy.

"If I had been designing their vessdls, they would have better stedlth than they've shown so far, but |
suppose the Humans may cal culate that anything with aBolo or two mounted on its hull haslittle need to
hide"

"No," Ka-Frahkan agreed, and showed just the tips of hisown canines. "Their accursed Bolos are . .
. capable. Very capable. The only time the 3172nd faced them directly—at our attack on their Heyward
System—we were part of the General Y a-Thulahr's corps. He had three armored divisions under
command againgt asingle battalion of their Bolos." He snorted and more of hisfangs showed. "We took
the system in the end, and wiped out the Human population on the planet, but our casualties were over

"| read the declassified reports on that campaign,” Na-Tharlasaid. "I knew our losses were severe,
but I'd never realized they were that heavy." He eyed the general with respect. "Nor had | realized your
Brigade had been part of YaThulahr's corps.”

"The 3172nd has saven campaign stars on its colors from thiswar, Captain,” Ka-Frahkan said with
bleak, iron pride, "and we've never been defeated. Heyward was the worst campaign we've faced,
athough our losses were 'only' fifty-two percent, far lighter than most of the other brigades. For the most
part, though,”" he admitted, "we haven't found ourselves facing their Bolos head-on. Their Marines and
militia can be nasty opponents even without that, of course—we took almost thirty percent losses against
Tricias World, for example—but we've been used more in the independent role, hitting their rear areas
and smaller population centers instead of the sort of set-piece assaults going back and forth acrossthe
Line. Which," he snhorted with sudden, harsh humor, "probably suits us particularly well for this
campaign, now that | think about it. After al, how much further behind the Line could we be?’

"You haveapoint, sr,” Na-Tharla acknowledged with an ear-flick of bitter humor. "But that brings
us back to our current problem. And whatever the Humans design theories may be, these Bolo
transports certainly don't appear particularly stedthy. So far, a any rate. Y et | must point out once again
that | have absolutely no hard data upon which to base my estimates.”

"No," Ka-Frahkan agreed again. "Still, | think you're probably correct, Captain. And if you are, then
we can afford to lose contact with the convoy as awhole, so long as we retain contact with its escorts.
They will provide us with the sgnposts we require to find the other trangports once again.”

"Unlessthey decide not to rgoin the convoy themsdves," Na-Tharlasaid.

"Unlikdy." Ka-Frahkan flattened his ears decisvely. "Asyou say, Captain, this Human who opposes
us appears to be one who takesinfinite precautions against even the most unlikely of threats. One who
thinks that way would never separate his Bolos from the colony they were sent to protect, especidly after
hisnaval escort'stota destruction. No. Hell take hisresponghility to shield the convoy serioudy. Even if
he separates his transports temporarily from the rest of the ships, it will only beto rendezvouswith it
somewhere. And so, eventudly, he will lead us back to the very thing he strives to protect, for he has no
other option." The generd bared hisown fangsfully in aflash of ivory chadlenge. "It pleasesmeto use his
own atention to detail againgt him."

Na Tharlahdf-ditted his eyeswhile he consdered Ka-Frahkan'slogic, and hisearsrose dowly in
agreement.

"l believeyou're correct, Sir," he said. "And | confessthat the idea pleases me, aswell. But even
though this should substantialy improve our chances of successfully tracking the Humansto their
destination without being detected, we must till destroy them when we've done so. And thefashionin
which the Human commander iswatching his back trail suggeststo methat helll maintain asimilar degree
of dertness and attention to detail even after his expedition reachesthe end of itsjourney.”

"I think you'reright,” Ka-Frahkan said. "And if you are, our task will undeniably be more difficult
than I'd originaly hoped. But it won't beimpossible, especidly if we succeed in remaining completely
undetected.”



And, hedid not add aloud, if we don't lose too many of my troopers to your cryo tubes.

He knew the sour edge to his thoughts was unfair. Na-Tharla had specifically warned him about the
dangers of using the emergency system, after all. It was scarcely the captain's fault that hiswarnings
appeared to have been so well taken. Almost three percent of Ka-Frahkan's personnel had aready died,
but at least it seemed probable that any of the tubes which were likely to fail had now done so. Which
meant he shouldn't lose any more of hispeople. . . until it wastime to awaken them and he discovered
how many had smply died intheir deep.

But we will do what we've come to accomplish, hetold himsdf fiercely. We owe it to the People,
and the Nameless Ones will seeto it that we succeed, however capable this accursed Human
commander may be.

* * %

" think the Governor is getting more comfortable with the notion that you're in command,”
Hawthorne observed as Maneka cut the video link and terminated the conference with Agndlli, Berthier,
and Jeffords.

She and Hawthorne sat at the conference table in Thermopylae's briefing room. It was quite alarge
briefing room for avessd with such ardatively smal crew, but, then, it wasn't redlly intended for the
trangport's crew's use. It was configured and equipped to provide the commander of the assault forces
embarked aboard the ship with everything he needed to brief his officers and personnd. Which meant the
two of them rattled around in it like dried peasin a particularly large pod.

"Y ou do, do you?' Maneka tipped back her chair and cocked an eyebrow at him. That remark
wasn't something she would have expected to hear out of him when shefirst came aboard Thermopylae,
five and ahdf months earlier. Nor would she have expected to see the faint but undeniable twinklein his
brown eyes.

"Well," the naval officer said, tipping hisown chair back from thetable, "I don't believe he would
have threatened to ‘come over there and spank you, young lady' a couple of months ago. Certainly not in
front of anyone else, a any rate.”

"No, you probably have a point about that," she conceded with adight smile.

"You know | do," Hawthorne said, and his voice was suddenly much more serious. Serious enough
that she looked at him sharply, eyebrows lowered.

"Meaning what?' she asked just abit crisply.

"Meaning that right after the commodore was killed, he was just about as pissed off to betaking
orders from someonein your age as someone as controlled as heis could ever be," Hawthorne said
flatly. "Hetried to keep it from showing, but he didn't quite pull it off."

Maneka started to open her mouth, then closed it with an amost audible click before she
automaticaly bit his head off. She wasn't certain why she'd stopped herself. There was ahardness, a
S0Urness, in hisvoice, one a odds with Edmund Hawthorne's norma air of thoughtful calm. It aso wasn't
the way he or any of Maneka's officers should be talking about Governor Agndli, and her firgt ingtinct
wasto jerk him up short. But something about not just the way held said it, but hisexpression.. . .

Why, he's angry about it, sherealized. Now why . . . ?

"Actudly," shesad, "I've been quite pleased with my relationship with the Governor from the
beginning. It wasn't easy for him to accept that someone only about athird of hisage and asjunior asa
mere captain, even in the Dinochrome Brigade, was going to be giving the orders.”

"I know, but—" Hawthorne cut himself off with asharp, chopping wave of his hand and grimaced.
"Sorry, maam. | guess | was probably out of line."

"Maybe." She regarded him thoughtfully. "On the other hand, | have to wonder if there's some reason
thiscame up a this particular moment?"'

He met her eyes steadily for a second or two, then looked away.



"Theremay be," he said, findly. "But if S0, it'snot avery good one. Or, at least, not one | ought to be
paying any attention to, malam.”

"l see" She smiled again, even more dightly than before, as she digested his dbrupt reverson to the
formalities of military courtesy. Except in overtly officid settings, thereld been very few "maams' coming
her way from him over the past few weeks. Odd that she hadn't really noticed that. | wonder if he has?
shethought.

"Captain Hawthorne," she said, making her own voice coolly forma and ddliberately emphasizing his
role as Thermopylae's commanding officer, "1 suspect that you may be guilty of consdering aviolation of
Article Seven-One-Niner-Three."

His gaze snapped back to her, and her smile had vanished into amasklike expression.

"I—" he began, then stopped, and Maneka managed not to giggle. It was hard, and even harder to
hang onto her officid superior officer's glower. After dl, what was he going to say? "Nonsense, maam!
I've never even contemplated making apassat you!" wasn't exactly the most tactful possible response.
But, then again, "Actualy, maam, I've been thinking about jumping your bones for some time now,"
wasn't exactly the sort of thing one said to one's commanding officer, either.

"That's. .. dbsurd," he said, finaly. With anoticeable lack of conviction, she thought rather
complacently. "Y ou're not smply my superior officer; you're the senior officer of thisentireforce."

"A point of which | am painfully well aware, | assureyou,” shetold him. " Still, Captain Hawthorne,"
she cocked her chair back once again, "I continue to nourish the faint suspicion that certain . . . improper
temptations, shall we say, have begun to cross your mind. Or, perhaps, other portions of your anatomy.”

His eyes widened, then narrowed in sudden suspicion as the grin sheld managed to suppress began
to bresk free.

"Other portions of my anatomy, isit?" he said dowly. "And which 'other portions did the captain
haveinmind, if | might inquire?’

"Oh, I imagine you can make a pretty shrewd guess,” shereplied, thistime with agurgle of mirth. He
glared at her, and the gurgle became something suspicioudy like outright laughter as she shook her heed
ahim.

His expression gave aremarkably good imitation of a man counting—s owly—to athousand, and she
shook her head a& him again, thistime dmost penitently.

"Sorry, Ed," she sad contritely. "Theideajust sort of . . . took me by surprise.” Something flickered
in hiseyes, and she shook her head again, quickly. "Not in a bad way," she hastened to assure him. "In
fact, the surprise was mostly that | hadn't redlized that the same sort of extremely improper thoughts have
been occurring to me.”

He'd opened his mouth. Now he closed it again and tilted his head to one side as he studied her
expresson.

"They have?' he asked, findlly.

"Wdl," she said with painful honesty, "they would have been, if | hadn't been so busy suppressing
them. | hope you won't take thiswrongly, but now that | think about it, you're actudly kind of on the
atractivesde”

“I'm what ?"

"Oh, maybe not exactly handsome,” she said pengively. "But cute—definitely cute. And, now that |
think about it, you've got nice buns, too."

"With the captain's permission,” Hawthorne said through teeth which weren't—aquite—gritted, "it
occursto methat | may have been just abit too quick to dismissthe Governor's attitude towards the
expedition's military commander. The thought of spankings has a certain definite gpped a this particular

"It does?' She congdered his statement gravely. "Well, I've never actudly tried it, you understand,



but..."

For amoment, helooked asif he might explode, and she laughed helplesdy. It wasthefirst time hed
ever heard her truly laugh. For that matter, she realized somewhere deep inside, even asit happened, it
was probably thefirst time she'd laughed at al—redly laughed—since Benjy's degth. It fdlt astonishingly
good.

"My God," he said, softly, smiling at her, "you do know how to laugh.”

She sobered dmost instantly, but it was only a case of stepping back afew paces from the bright
bubble of mirth hed touched to life insde her, and her huge blue eyes softened as she contemplated him.

"Yes" shesadfinally. "Yes, | do. ButI'd. . . forgotten. It's. . . beenawhile.
"Isit something you want to talk about?' he asked gently, and she shook her head.
"No. Not yet. Maybe—probably—Iater, but not just yet."

She could tell that apart of him wanted to press, but he didn't. He only nodded, and she gave him
another smile, this one with more than atouch of gratitude for his understanding and patience.

"May | assume, however, that you aren't going to have me up on charges?' heinquired after a
moment.

"Wal, it is most improper of you, and undoubtedly prejudicia to discipline and proper maintenance
of the chain of command,” she said thoughtfully. "On the other hand, since you're the senior Navy officer
present, preferring charges might be just a bit awkward. Especidly if your defense counsdl put me on the
stand and asked whether or not your feelings were reciprocated.” She shook her head. "No, under the
circumstances, | think we can probably ded with this situation short of aforma court-martia.”

"And just precisely how do you intend to 'ded’ with it, if | might ask?”'

"Given thefact that neither one of us has had the good sense and gumption to say asingleword
about thisto the other one, | propose that we approach the situation like mature adults," shetold him,
and the gravity of her tone was only dightly flawed by thetwinklein her eyes. "l rather doubt that anyone
isgoing to complain to higher authority, under the circumstances, whatever we choose to do abot it.
Stll, there are proprieties to observe, and amature and adult woman such as mysdlf prefersto test the
watersfirg. To ascertain what she hersdlf isfeding and thinking. To determine whether the possible
object of her affections—or, at least, hormones—truly hasthe persond qualitiesshedesresina
potentia, um, significant other. To—"

"All right, Captain Trevor, maam!" heinterrupted. "1 get the picture. And you'reright; I'm anidiot for
not having opened my mouth sooner, | suppose. So, Captain Trevor, might | have the pleasure of your
company for dinner? | have aredly excelent auto-chef in my paatid quarters, with atruly masterful
touch with the ddlicious standard meal number seventeen scheduled for thisevening. | promise, well
amost be ableto forget that it tastes like recycled boot soles. And," hisvoice got at least alittle more
serious, "l aso have three bottles of arather nice wine stashed away in my private mass alowance. | was
saving them for our arriva a our destination.”

"If you brought them for that, then you should save them,” shetold him, but he shook his head.

"At thetime| brought them aboard, it hadn't occurred to me that anything equally worth celebrating
might come along,” he said, and thistime his voice was much softer and warmer. "But, then, | hadn't met
you yet, either, had 17"



"It's beautiful, isn't it?" Hawthorne said quietly.
"I'd say that was amasterful bit of understatement,” Manekareplied in judicious tones.

They stood side-by-side on Thermopylae's command deck, gazing into the visua display aong with
every other member of Hawthorne's bridge crew as the big transport ship settled into orbit around the
planet they had come so far to find.

The GO gar they had named Lakshmaniah blazed with fierce, life-giving light and hest, bathing not
one, but two habitable worldsin its brilliant glare. At the moment, Thermopylae was approaching the
innermost of the two, the one they had named Indrani, which orbited the primary at just over nine
light-minutes. The average planetary temperature was a bit higher than Manekawould have preferred,
but, then, she was a native of Everest. The other habitable planet, the one they had named New Hope,
with an orbital radius of just under fifteen and ahdf light-minutes, was much moreto her taste.

Which, shethought wryly, puts me in a minority of one.

She couldn't redlly blame the rest of the expedition, from Adrian Agndli down to the youngest child,
for preferring Indrani. After over afull Standard Y ear and a half packed into the overcrowded confines
of their transports, that planet looked like Heaven made redl. With a climate most resort worlds would
have envied, agravity of 1.05 Earth Standard, and a surface that was eighty-two percent water, it floated
againg the blackness of space like ahuge, incredibly gorgeous, white-swirled blue and green marble.

Even without the endless, wearying journey which had brought them here, that planet would have
been one of the most beautiful things shed ever seenin her life.

"In position, gr," the helmsman announced from Astrogetion, and Hawthorne nodded.

"Ms. Stopford, please sgnd done with engines,” he said.

"Aye, aye, dr," Thermopylae's engineer said, and Hawthorne looked a his communications officer.
"Inform the Governor and Brigadier Jeffords that we're preparing to deploy the pod,” he said.

"Aye, aye, Sr."

Maneka listened to be crigp rhythm of orders, the instant snap with which his people responded to
his commands, with what she realized had become rather proprietary pleasure. As her senior Navy
deputy, Hawthorne had taken over dmost al of the unending details of managing the convoy's ships. Like
her, he'd had no choice but to grow into the respongbilities which had landed on his shoulders, and she
was devoutly glad shedd had him. He was actualy much better when it came to dealing with people than
shewas, and she'd cometo rely upon him as a quasi-ambassador, as much as her senior nava officer.
Theway sheld cometo rely upon him in amuch more persond sense, aswell, was smply icing on her
cake.

And arather nice cake it is, too, shethought wryly. Because he really does have an awfully nice
butt. Among other things.

Sheld decided that their relationship wasn't quite againgt Regs. Lazarus had hel ped her research the



Articles of War and relevant regulations, and sheéd found at |east three loopholes which might plausibly
be stretched to cover the situation. But dl of them had to be stretched rather industrioudy to pull it off,
and even so she knew they hovered on the brink of an outright violation, so the two of them had very
carefully not moved their thingsinto the same set of quarters. Everyone knew, of course, but thisway
everyone could pretend they didn't, and that made them al much happier. It waswonderful that humans
weresuch . . . adaptable creatures.

She smiled at the thought, then shook hersalf out of her revery as he turned back towards her.

"Well," shesaid, quietly enough that hisbridge crew could tregt it as a private conversation between
the two of them, "I guess|'d better get saddled up for my perilous misson.”

"Yeah, right!" he snorted, equaly quietly. "If | thought you might reglly end up in some sort of trouble
down there, I'd probably be nervous. Asitis—"

He shook his head, grinning, and she smiled back.

"Don't tell the Governor it'sal redly just atrick to let me be thefirst human to ever set foot on
Indrani," shetold him, haf serioudy, and he gave her asharp look.

"| thought you and Guthrie cut cards to see whose Bolo pulled the survey duty?!

"Wedid." She smirked at him. "But we used my deck. Rank hath its privileges, after al. And,” she
added in amore stedly tone as his eyes narrowed, "if you ever tell him | admitted that to you, I'll have
Lazarus run over your toes!"

"My God, the perfidy of the woman!" He shook hishead. "Y ou redlize, of course, that I'll never be
ableto trust you again.”

"Hah! If youre only figuring that out now, you're alot dower than | thought you were.”

She gave him another smile, then turned and made her way quickly down the interconnecting
passages to the assault pod Lazarus rode. Her personal quarters were also located in the pod, which had
the advantage of keeping her close to the Bolo, athough it aso explained why she didn't have very much
space, given the way the pod had been modified. The standard pod ought to have given her plenty of
room, sinceit was big enough to transport an entire battalion of heavy, manned tanks. But asingle
Bolo—even mounted semiexternally—used up closeto half of itstota available volume, and hdf of the
rest had been given over to the automated Bolo depot the Brigade techs on Sage had somehow fitted in
and the spares to support that depot.

The"depot" had been specificaly configured so that Lazarus could operate its remotes and service
mechs, making him effectively his own Bolo tech. Manekawasn't sure she gpproved of that. On the one
hand, his onboard diagnostic programs, coupled with his ability to access the "depot” Al, allowed him to
take care of dl of his maintenance and service needs with a precision and digpatch even the best trained,
most experienced human technician would have been hard-pressed to equal. On the other hand, if he
suffered damage sufficient to incapacitate his own systems, he would need that same trained human
technician to make the repairs he would no longer be ableto direct for himsalf.

The convoy did have one fully trained, veteran Bolo tech, but Sergeant Willis had been assigned to
Salingrad, dong with Guthrie Chin and Mickey. The decision had been made a amuch higher level
than Maneka Trevor, but she understood the logic behind it. She might not like it, but it actually did make
sense.

Thelogigticd plannersfor the colony had been extremely ingenious when it came to cramming the
necessary people, supplies, and equipment into the available space. Thermopylae's capacious interna
cargo holds—designed to provide thelift capacity for up to three battalions of infantry or air cavary in
addition to supporting the externd assault pods—had figured prominently in their plans when they started
cramming. Tha wastrue of dl the convoy's ships, including Salingrad, but in Thermopylae's case,
they'd opted to utilize the space for heavy congtruction and earth-moving equipment, some of which filled
the other haf of Lazarus pod not occupied by the Bolo himsdlf. Stalingrad, on the other hand, had been
fitted out with a considerably more capable and much more conventiond version of astandard Bolo



depot.

In many respects, Lazarus self-run depot was little more than a dispersed backup for the manned
depot Sergeant Willis oversaw aboard Salingrad. Maneka had wondered occasiondly if that was
because the mission planners had regarded L azarus, despite his seniority, asthe backup Bolo, aswell, in
light of his advanced age. She had expected that suspicion to irritate her, but somewhat to her surprise, it
amused her, instead. And it amused Lazarus, as well. Sheld mentioned her suspicionsto him once, and
he had replied with one of his soft eectronic chuckles.

"'Old soldiers never die, they just fade away,™ held said.

"That sounds like one of your quotes,” sheld replied suspicioudy.

"It is. From Generd Douglas MacArthur, an ancient pre-space officer. Hewould, | fear, have served
as an excdlent example of the sort of military ambition Governor Agndlli once feared you might exhibit.

Nor was he ever particularly afflicted with the Human virtue of modesty. Y et he was an undeniably
capable grategist and commander with what was, for his era, an extraordinarily long military career.”

"Aslong asyoursfor aBolo?

"Perhaps not quite that long," Lazarus had conceded with another chuckle. Then histone had grown
more serious. "But my cognomen iswell taken, isit not? | have'died’ twice now, Maneka, yet each time,
| have returned to duty. Useful duty, | believe, yet under circumstances no one—least of all
mysaf—might have predicted. As have you, in asense. Perhapsit is only fitting that we should test the
accuracy of MacArthur's hypothesis. And it is difficult for me to conceive of amore honorable duty than
that we should ‘fade away' offering our servicesto Operation Seed Corn."

The memory of that conversation flickered through her mind once more, and she shook her head.
The planet they had journeyed so unimaginably far to reach lay below them at this very moment, and only
after they had entered orbit had she alowed hersdlf to admit to herself that, whatever her head might
have thought, her heart had never truly believed they would reach it. Now they had, and she discovered
that she looked forward to fading quietly away here, performing good, solid, useful duty in company with
Lazarusin the peaceful retirement his century and more of service to the Concordiat had so amply
earned.

She snorted in amusement a her own emotiona turn of thought as she entered the pod. Lazarus, she
thought, would have been even more amused by the thought of "peaceful retirement” for aBolo. Which
changed neither the fact that he had earned it nor her happinessthat he would findly enjoy it.

She stepped through the automatically opening hatch, walked through her quarters—snagging the
neural headset off her desk as she passed—and clambered into the access trunk which connected to
Lazarus bely hatch. Someone of Hawthorne's broad-shouldered size might have found the access trunk
confining, but there was ample room for Maneka's dender frame, and she went up the ladder rungs
quickly.

"Welcome aboard, Commander,” Lazarus resonant tenor said through the speaker in her mastoid as
shetrandtioned from the access trunk to the Bolo'sinternd ladders and the belly hatch did sllently shut
behind her.

"My, aren't we formal today?" she replied, and got an eectronic chuckle in response.

"It occurred to me that thiswould be an historic occasion. As such | thought perhaps ‘company
manners might bein order,” Lazarusinformed her.

"Well," she said as she reached the middle deck transfer point between ladders, "why don't we just
agreeto lieto the reporters and tell them we were forma as hdll?

"Bolosdonot lie" Lazarussaid primly.

"The hell they don't!" she shot back. ™Y ou Bolos are the galaxy's past masters at deception tactics.”
"True," the Bolo conceded. "However, those tactics are normally employed againgt the Enemy.”

"If you think any historian who wantsto turn me into some sort of historical heroineisn't ‘the Enemy,’



then your | FF software needs alittle attention!™
"l had not consdered it in that light. Very well. We shdl lie"
"Damned graight we will!"

Maneka had continued climbing steadily throughout the conversation. Her route took her through the
mammoth superconductor capacitorsthat fed Lazarus starboard battery of ion-bolt infinite repeaters,
and she absentmindedly checked the power leve readouts as she passed. One more deck worth of
ladder took her up the outboard side of Lazarus fusion plant, tucked away at hisvery center dong with
his primary personality center, and onto the command deck.

"l seewhy there aren't any old Bolo commanders,” she said, breething dightly faster than normal after
her long, rapid climb.

"The entry route isless arduous aboard newer modd Bolos," Lazarus remarked, thistime from the
bulkhead speakers. "According to the technical reportsin the depot's memory, the new Mark XXXII1
will actudly provide agravity shaft for its commander.”

"Y et another newfangled gadget to go wrong,” she said loftily. "This effete, idle lay-about, new
generation of Bolo commandersis soft, | tdl you. Soft! Give me reliability over decadent convenience
any day."

"Bolosmay not lie, but | seethat sometimes Bolo commanders do,” Lazarus observed. "Still, |
gppreciate the sentiment.”

Maneka chuckled as she flopped down in the dmost sinfully comfortable command couch. It had
aways amused her that here, at the very heart of this grim, enormous machine of war, was a couch
whose biofeedback-monitored comfort would have cost agood quarter-million credits on the civilian
market. It seemed even more incongruous as she looked around the crowded, cramped confines of the
command deck itsdlf.

Every surface was covered with displays, readouts, battle board lights that winked at standby or
glowed with the steedly illumination of full readiness. Asde from an old-fashioned joystick, there were no
manud controlsat al. No single human being could possibly have operated aMark XX V111 Bolo
without full computer support, o there was no point in using up preciousinterna volume with wegpons
control stations or EW consoles. Even the joystick was no more than a sop to convention. In theory, it
was possible for a human commander to drive aBolo home if its personality center was knocked ouit.
Given the fact that the personality center in question waslocated directly under the command deck,
however, the chance that any commander would surviveits destruction in any shape to drive anything
anywhere was remote, to say the least.

A spasm of remembered grief and lossflickered through her a the thought. Once again, she
remembered the blur of the closng armored shell around the equally comfortable couch which had once
stood at the center of Benjy's command deck. That deck had been virtually identical to thisone, and she
sat for just amoment, reminding hersdf that Lazaruswas not Benjy . . . and Indrani was not Chartres.

She took long enough to be certain she had control of her emotions, then dipped into the headset and
activated the neurd net.

* % %

Once again | experience the instant of fusion with my Commander.

| sense her rueful amusement as her reflex effort to conceal the mental flashback to her time
with Unit Eight-Sx-Two fails. It cannot do otherwise when her thoughts and mine are so
intimately melded, yet it istypical of her that she should attempt to "spare my feelings.” Her
amusement at her failure, however, is yet another sign of how far she has come in recovering
from the mental wounds the Battle of Chartres inflicted upon her.

Her mind settles fully into place, nestled at the core of our joined personality as her physical
body is nestled at the core of my own ponderous combat chassis, and she/we open our sensors



fully to the universe about us.

* * %

Her/their passive and active sensors flooded her/their mind with data. It was no longer presented to
the Maneka component of their joint persondity viagraphic display. The datasmply was. She had
discovered that there were no human words to express precisaly what she perceived in these moments of
union with Lazarus. It was asif she could literally seeradar and lidar, asif she could taste cosmic
radiation on her tongue. Ranges and firing bearings, Sgnd intengities, frequencies, pulse repetition rates.. .
. All of them were asfully, naturdly, and ingtinctively part of her perceptions as the texture of her own
pam seen with her merely human eyes.

Shelthey dlowed themselves abrief moment—amost an eternity to one such asthey had
become—to savor the sensuality of their merger. In many respects, Maneka often thought, with the total
honesty and openness which the link with Lazarus enforced, it was more satisfying, in avery different
way, than any physical act of love she had ever experienced.

<I will not inform Lieutenant Hawthorne of that,> the L azarus component of her/their persondity told
her with gentle amusement, and she sent aslent ripple of mental laughter back to him.

But then it wastime for work, and she/they sent the command to Thermopylae's Al to release the
docking clamps. The pod's reaction thrustersflared briefly, wafting the massve parasite away from the
trangport's hull, then shut down. Shelthey waited patiently until the pod had cleared the safety perimeter
for its normal-space drive, and then shelthey went diding gracefully towards the outermost atmosphere of
Indrani.

"| trust you've been enjoying yourself down there, Captain,” Adrian Agndli said dryly.

"| dwaystake a certain pleasure in the efficient performance of my duties, however arduous or
onerousthey may be," Manekareplied chearfully, looking into the projected holographic display above
the optical head Lazarus had extended and swivelled around to face her.

At the moment, she sat in afolding chair atop Lazarus after missile deck, parked beside a broad
river estuary and shaded by towering trees very like some huge, Old Earth conifer. Shewas aso
deplorably out of uniform, in an eye-stunningly red T-shirt (whose nano-printed front depicted the fully
animated singing face of one of the Concordiat's better known shatter-rock vocdists) and apair of very
short white shorts. A floppy sun hat completed her extremely nonregulation ensemble, and Agnelli
chuckled as he absorbed the impact.

"May | assume from your gppearance that your survey activities have been successfully concluded?”
heinquired.

"You may, dr,” Manekatold him, and sipped iced teafrom the tall, condensation-bedewed glassin
her other hand. She looked back at the display with asmile, then straightened in her chair and became
somewhat more serious.

"Officidly, Governor," shetold the man who had shifted from potential adversary to close friend over
the past year and ahdf, "Lazarus and | have completed our survey of the proposed colony site. We're
prepared to certify that the atmosphereisfully compatible with human environmental needs. Weve been
unableto detect any biohazards, and while there are severd largelocal predatorsin the vicinity, none will
pose asignificant threet if routine out-world precautions are taken. Our samples of soil and loca plant life
have dso confirmed theinitia probe findings. Indrani's going to require more terraforming than some
planets to support Terran food crops, but lessthan at least eighty percent of those we've successfully
colonized esewhere. All indl, gr, thislookslikeit's going to be avery nice placeto live.

"Captain,” Agndli said with total sincerity, "1 cannot begin to tell you how happy—and relieved—I
am to hear that. May | conclude that, in your capacity asthe colony's military commander, you're
prepared to authorize the beginning of disembarkation?’

"Yes, Governor. | am,"” shesaid.



"Excelent!" Agndli beamed hugely at her, then nodded to someone outside the visud range of his
own communicator'svisud pickup.

"Thefirst waveison itsway, Captain,” he said, looking back at Maneka, and she leaned back in her
chair, activating the headset under the sun hat, and watching through Lazarus sensors asthe first shuttles
descended like minnows of sun-hammered silver through the mgestic, cloud-piled caverns of Indrani's
sapphire sky.

* % %

"So they've found their accursed home at last, have they?' General Ka-Frahkan snarled to

NaTharla

Thetwo Mé conians stood in Death Descending's Combet Information Center watching the icons of
the Human convoy they had followed so far, and Ka-Frahkan's eyes were hot and hating in aface which
had become noticeably gaunt.

"Yes, dr," NaTharlaresponded, although he knew the question had been purely rhetorical. "And, |
hope youll forgive mefor saying, that it's not amoment too soon.”

Ka-Frahkan looked up from the plot sharply. He opened his mouth, but Na-Tharlamet his eyes
levely, and the generd cut off what he'd Sarted to say.

The trangport's cagptain was even more gaunt and worn looking than the Army officer, and well he
should be. Even with dl the personnd of Ka-Frahkan's brigade in cryo deep, the wakeful portion of
Death Descending's complement had been on sharply reduced rations for the last several months, and
Na-Tharlahad worked himsdf harder than any other member of his crew. Ka-Frahkan was an Army
officer, not anava officer, yet he was only too well aware of the miracles of improvisation Na-Tharla had
performed to keep the ship's critical systems running thislong. And the brilliant fashion in which
Na-Tharla had managed to track the Human ships, despite dl their efforts at evasive routing and the Bolo
transports infernal, never-to-be-sufficiently-accursed sensor sweeps had been masterful. Death
Descending was only atransport, yet the generd felt confident that none of the Emperor's cruiser or
even battlecruiser commanders could have done a better job under such impossible conditions. Under
the circumstances, the captain was entitled to express himsalf openly.

"l not only forgive you for saying it, Captain," Ka-Frahkan said after amoment, "but | agree
wholeheartedly. And I'd like to take this moment to say, because | don't think | have, really, how deeply
| admire you and your crew for getting us here. Y ou aretruly heroes of the People.”

"Thank you, sr—on behaf of my people, aswell as mysdf."

Na-Tharlabent his head in abrief but obvioudy sincere acknowledgment of the compliment. Then he
cleared histhroat and looked back up at the generdl.

"Now that we've arrived, General, may | ask how you intend to proceed?”

"You certainly may," Ka-Frahkan agreed, but for severa seconds, he said no more, only stood there,
watching the icons. Then he drew a deep bregth, wheeled away from the plot, and stepped out onto the
main command deck where he could see the visud imagery of the far-distant planet the Human shuttles
were landing upon even as he stood there.

It was remarkable, redlly, he thought, that they were here and obvioudy till undetected and
unsuspected, even given the superb job Na-Tharla had done of shadowing the Human convoy. A dozen
times, a |least, the Humans sweeping Bolo trangports must have come within a hair's breadth of detecting
them, yet somehow Na-Tharla had dways managed to ude their peering eyes.

But there were limits to the miracles even someone as formidable as Na-Tharla could be expected to
work. Asthe captain had predicted when Ka-Frahkan ordered him to pursue the Humans, Death
Descending had traveled far beyond any point at which she could have returned to M el conian space.
Even discounting the near tota depletion of the trangport's consumables, and ignoring the fact that her
power plants were far overdue for shutdown and overhaul, her hyperdrive would have required atotal
overhaul of its own. None of which waslikely to happen, given that they were literally hundreds upon



hundreds of light-years away from the nearest Navy base.

"Y ou wonder how well proceed, Captain?' he said a length, never taking his eyes from the image of
the planet being relayed by thetiny, heavily stealthed reconnai ssance platform Death Descending had
deployed with such exquidite caution.

"What wewill not doisto act hastily," he continued. "We've all come much too far, at much too high
acog, to act until we're certain of success.”

He considered the visual display for another severa seconds, then turned away fromit at last, and
faced Na-Tharlasguarely.

"I redize we've been on short rations for some time now, but that was largely because we had no
idea how far we might have to stretch them. Now that we've reached our destination, how long can we
continue to sustain ourselves before we must attack?'

"At least another savera Human months, ar," Na-Tharlasaid dowly. "Until, of course, you awaken
your personnd. An entire heavy brigade would devour al the supplieswe still have within avery short
period.”

"How short?' Ka-Frahkan pressed. Na-Tharlalooked at him, and the general's ears flipped a shrug.
"My people will need some time—three days, minimum, athough five or sx would be far better—to
recover from the effects of cryo before they'll be fit for combat,” he explained.

"l see”" NaTharlaconsulted hismenta files on the state of their logitics, then shrugged himself.

"If we'reto retain areserve of eight days, let's say, for your personnd, in order to give them long
enough to recover and for usto mount the operation, then we have sufficient suppliesto carry the
remainder of our personnel for gpproximately seventy days at current calory levels, ar," hesaid.

"Seventy days," Ka-Frahkan murmured, kneading the ridge of his muzzle thoughtfully. Then he
snorted. "Wadll, it will just haveto be long enough, won' it?'

Na-Tharla said nothing, smply waiting with polite attentiveness, and Ka-Frahkan gave him aharsh
chuckle,

"Our primary difficulty, of course, liesinthetwo Bolos," he said. "If this Human commander
proceeds with the same intelligence and forethought he's displayed thusfar, hell leave at least one of the
Bolos aboard its transport, orbiting the planet. He has none of the heavy weapons-equipped orbital
platforms the Concordiat usesto defend itsinhabited worlds, but he does have apair of Bolos he can use
asasubgtitute. And I'm afraid that if he choosesto leave both of them in orbit, the probability of our
succeeding in our misson will be severdly curtailed.”

He made the admission calmly, much though he didiked doing so. NaTharla had more than earned
both honesty and opennessfrom him.

"I doubt helll do that, however," Ka-Frahkan went on after amoment. "He has two genera zones
which require protection. One isthe surface of the planet, where his people intend to settle and make
their homes. The second, isthe space around that planet, where the Humans will undoubtedly establish
their primary industria nodes. And from which, athough | fed confident at this point that it isn't truly
foremogt in hismind, any outsde military threat must come.

"So the most reasonable way for him to proceed isto leave one Bolo in space, probably till
mounted on its trangport in order to giveit full mobility, while he takes the other planet-side, to provide
immediate security for the new settlement. In fact, helll probably leave the Bolo they've aready landed to
conduct asurvey of their future colony ste on the planet.”

He paused, and Na-Tharlarubbed the side of his own muzzle with athoughtful frown.

"It would seem to me, Sir," he said dowly, “that positioning hisBolosin theway you've described
ought to make our task considerably more difficult. Surely the Bolo in space will pose a severe thregt to
any operation we might attempt to mount?"

"It certainly will," Ka-Frahkan agreed. "Not only will it serve asamost formidable orbital fortress,



but its sensorswill aso be best positioned to give the colony early warning of the approach of any threst.
In addition, it will be mobile. Should we manage to somehow dudeits sensors and land an assault force,
it will bein apostion to maneuver itsaf and its weapons into position to bombard us from space. With
the planet-side Bolo available to mount counterattacks, and with such heavy fire coming down on usfrom
overhead, the Brigade would undoubtedly be wiped out long before it could reach attack range of the
colony.

"But," the genera raised one clawed finger and jabbed it at the visud display, "that deployment of the
Bolosisaso what will give usour opening.”

"How, Sr?' Na-Tharla asked with smple and genuine curiosity.

"The Brigade includes three specid reconnaissance platoons, Captain Na-Tharla. They are equipped
with the best EW gtedlth suits the Empire can provide, and they're trained to operate in al environments.

.. including deep space.

"It'sunlikely that the Humans believe for an instant that they're under threet of attack. From what I've
observed of their operations, | expect them to act asif they do believe that, taking all prudent precautions
againg even the most unlikely of eventudities. Any thought they may have of externd threets, however,
will amost certainly focus upon possible Fleet attacks. A . . . brute force threst, one might say. They
won't be expecting a stealth attack, and | think the odds are exceedingly good that well be ableto get at
least one recon platoon into range to attack the transport with fusion warheads.

"Destruction of the trangport and the Bolo's assault pod will, at the very least, severdly damage the
Bolo. It'smorelikely, however, that the attack will catch the Bolo with its battle screen down, in which
case asufficiently powerful warhead—of which we have severd in stores—will breach its unprotected
war hull. In short, | believe the odds are that we will be ableto kill it asthe opening gambit in our attack.”

He paused once more, watching Na-Tharlas expression closely. The captain was silent for severa
seconds, obvioudy thinking hard. Then his earsrose in agesture which mingled assent with qualified
confidence.

"Once weve disabled or destroyed the orbiting Bolo, the mobility advantage shiftsto us,” Death
Descending's commander said dowly, thinking aloud. "The Bolo on the planet will have no choice but to
remain closeto the colony site, lest we manage to decoy it out of position and make our troop landing
behind it or launch a bombardment of our own from space. Of course, we have no bombardment
capability, but it won't know that. So it will haveto react asif we do, which will dlow usto land your
Brigade around the curve of the planet from the colony, whereit will be unable to engage us on our
approach.”

"Precisdy,” the generd said, flicking hisearsin emphatic agreement. "Any Boloisadwaysa
formidable opponent, but | rather suspect that any Bolos assigned to these colony effortswill be older,
less cgpable models. The demands of the main fronts have been pressing both sides too hard for meto
believe the Concordiat iswilling to divert firs-line Bolos to something like this. After al,” he showed his
caninesinamirthless grin, "even an 'obsolete’ Bolo should be equal to dmost any threat—short of, say,
an Imperid Heavy Assault Brigade—which might be encountered out here in the depths of unexplored
space.

"My combat mechs, on the other hand, while not Bolos, are firg-line units. | anticipate heavy losses,

but | confidently expect to succeed in destroying the Bolo or at least crippling it sufficiently to prevent it
from interfering with our destruction of the Human colony.”

"I'm glad, Generd," Na-Tharla said after amoment. "I would hate to believe we've come so far
without asignificant chance of victory." He snorted softly. "I take no more pleasure in contemplating the
probability of my own degth than anyone, but | find | can accept the fact that even if wewin, we can
never get home, aslong as we accomplish what we camefor.”

"Agreed," Ka-Frahkan said. "On the other hand, Captain, | have no intention of destroying the
Humans and then smply sitting down and waiting to die ourselved ™



"Indeed?' Both of Na-Tharla's ears cocked interrogatively.

"Captain, wewouldn't be at war with the Humansin thefirst place if we didn't both find the same
planetary environments congenia. Thisis an excdlent world the Humans have picked to sttle, and at
least twenty percent of both my Brigade personnd and your ship's company arefemae. We have
aufficient genetic diversity to support aviable, self-replicating planetary population a need. So, evenina
worst-case scenario, the People will continue here, on this planet.

"But that, as | say, isaworst-case outcome. | believe we stand an excellent chance of capturing the
Humans industria infrastructure intact, aswell. That's one of the reasons | wanted to know how long we
can wait before we launch our attack. The longer the Humans have to settle into a sense of security, the
lower their guard islikely to become. And our drones have aready indicated that their industria shipsare
designed on amodular basis.”

Na-Tharlas earsflicked agreement. The heavily stealthed platform had shown them that at least three
of the Human ships were dready being dismantled into three large, independent modules each. From the
datathey'd been able to gather so fa—Ilimited, admittedly; even with the Peopl€e's stedlth technol ogy,
getting a platform close enough for detailed |ooks was out of the question—it appeared that each of
those nine modules was intended to serve as the core of its own, separate indugtrid platform. Given the
impressive automation of Human manufacturing capacity, he doubted it would take long for those
industrial nodesto come on-line and begin expanding exponentidly.

"I want them to have sufficient time to get as much as possible of their base infrastructure in place,”
Generd Ka-Frahkan said with blegk satisfaction. "By disperaing it, they depriveit of strategic mobility. It
won't be able to drop into hyper and run away from us, and | would prefer to see that true of as many of
their shipsaspossible. | want al of those shipstaken or destroyed, Captain, but | especialy want to gain
possession of their manufacturing capacity.

"| redlizeit will be designed to produce additional Human technology, not immediately suited to our
needs, but their misson plannerswill have provided sufficient capability to sustain and nurture the
population they intended to place on this planet. 1t would be surprising indeed if we couldn't sufficiently
adapt that capacity to provide the repairs and overhauls your vessel requires. So once we destroy the
enemy, we will have many possible futures opento us.

"Which," hisvoice was suddenly hard and cold, like iron grating across the stone floor of adungeon,
"ismore than they will."

A

"God, what abeautiful evening,” Adrian Agndli said softly.

He sat with his guests under asky which was rapidly settling into the deep, cobalt blue vault of
oncoming night. The distant mutter of waves came from behind him, rolling up over thelip of the bluff
overlooking the ocean they hadn't yet gotten around to naming. In front of him, on the western horizon,
the last fragments of day blazed in a crimson conflagration beyond the pesaks of the inland mountains



which fenced in the coastd plateau they'd chosen for the site of the City of Landing. Agnelli had hoped
for aname with abit more imagination, but tradition had carried the day. And it didn't redly matter to him
as hewatched the sun-struck clouds fuming up about the sharp-edged peaks like the smoke of some
stupendous bonfire. The brightest stars of unfamiliar constellations were dready dimly visible overheed,
and thelarger of Indrani'stwo sizable moonswas dso visible, high in the eastern sky.

Theruins of an early supper littered the snow-white tablecloth with pillaged plates and |ooted bottles
of wine. Thefood had come from the storerooms and hydroponics sections of the colony ships, not yet
from the soil of their new homeworld, but the brilliant-hued flord arrangements at the center of thetable
had been put together out of some of Indrani's spectacular, tropica-climate flowers.

There weren't very many guests. The Governor himsdf, his daughter Allison, Lieutenant Governor
Berthier, Brigadier Jeffords, Maneka, and Edmund Hawthorne. Over the often seemingly endless months
of the voyage here, the six of them had become atight-knit, efficiently functioning command team for the
colony effort. The last two months, as the colony began to become an actud living, breathing entity, had
been exhaudting for al of them, yet Maneka often thought that there were no words in any human
language to expressthe satisfaction dl of them took from their demanding duties.

Even me. Maybe especidly me. She glanced sideways at Hawthorne's profile and felt awarm glow
deepingde her. | joined the Brigade because | believed in what it stands for, and | still do. But I've
seen enough death and destruction to last me for two or three lifetimes. It'sso . . . unspeakably
wonderful to see my efforts contributing to lifefor a change.

She looked around. Thetable sat on aterrace behind the rapidly rising shell of what would become
Landing's combined town hall and Governor's resdence. At the moment, it didn't look particularly
prepossessing, but Maneka had seen the plans. It would be a gracious structure when it was compl eted,
and the people who'd designed it had been careful to provide for the inevitable growth it would suffer as
the colony's population grew and government and its service organizations grew with it.

Therest of Landing's first-flight structures were going up with equa speed. Despite dl theindustrid
and economic strains under which the Concordiat |abored in its desperate battle with the Me conians, it
had spared no expense when it came to equipping the colony fleet. Unlike many privately funded
colonizing expeditions, this onewaslavishly provided with highly capable automated construction and
earthmoving equipment, including no less than seven ceramacrete fusers. One of those fuserswas lill
rolling quietly dong under the control of itsrudimentary Al, running lights it and proximity sensorsaert
for any human inept enough to get initsway, asit moved back and forth, laying down the almost
indestructible ceramacrete paving of what would become Landing's central square. Other self-directed
machines continued to work on the other buildings currently under construction, and piles of building
materials marked where still more structures would shortly rise.

The colony's originaly targeted population of approximately twenty-two thousand had been reduced
to bardly fifteen thousand by the M el conian attack. At the moment, amost al of them were down on the
surface, housed in the prefab, temporary housing military units (called "Quonset huts" for some reason
Maneka had never been able to track down, even searching Lazarus files). The Quonsets weren't
particularly paatia, but they were infinitely preferable to the cramped accommodations aboard the
transports. And, unlike the transports quarters, their inhabitants could open the front door, step outside,
and suck in ahuge lungful of fresh, pollen- and dust-laden, unrecycled air.

Unlike some military bases Maneka had seen, the Quonsets on Indrani really would be "temporary,”
too. At the current rate of construction, Berthier, who wasin charge of that particular endeavor,
estimated that permanent housing for the entire popul ation would be completed within seven months. Not
al of that housing would have dl of the amenities Core World citizens were accustomed to, but those
could dways be added once the orbital industria platforms could begin devoting capacity to something
besi des sdlf-expans on and the production of basic necessities.

"I can hardly believe how quickly dl of thisis coming together,” Maneka said, waving her wine glass
inasemicircleto indicate the city appearing out of nowhere dl about them.



"Careful planning back home," Agnelli said. "Too many colonies exhaust their economic resources
just arranging their initid trangportation to their new homes. They have to skimp on their equipment
budgets, or even rely on old-fashioned hand labor to establish their initid infrastructure. Weve got the
qudity of automated support you might find in amgjor city on one of the Core Worlds, if on asmdler
scale, soit'sno wonder things are going well. In fact, we'd be doing even better if we hadn't lost Star
Conveyor."

"Yes, wewould," hisdaughter agreed quietly.

Helooked at her quickly, hisexpresson slently apologizing for reminding her of what had happened
to Kuan Yin, but she only shook her head and looked back with adightly sad smile. In many ways,
Maneka sometimes thought, Allison had actudly adjusted better to her husband's deeth than the
Governor had. Then again, she'd discovered, Adrian Agnelli took any death persondly. It was hisjob to
seeto it that death was something that didn't happen to the people for whom he was responsible, and he
took that respongbility very serioudy indeed.

And speaking of responsibilities . . .

"Allison wastelling me this afternoon that the agriculturd terraforming is aready ahead of schedule,
ar," shesadto Agndli.

"Yes, itis" the Governor agreed, giving his daughter aquick smile of mingled pride and thanks. The
colony's chief agonomist had been aboard Keillor's Ferry, and Allison had taken responsibility for that
aspect of the colonization effort. It wasn't exactly her areaof specidization, but sheld quickly identified
half adozen improvements which had hel ped expedite the process.

"We should be putting in our first locally grown crops within the next couple of months," he
continued, returning his gaze to Maneka. "While | know some of uswould have preferred arather cooler
climate," he grinned as she grimaced at hisjibe, "locating this close to the equator gives us effectively
year-round growing seasons. So even though our initid cultivated areais going to be restricted by the
need to seed it with the proper Terran microorganisms and bacteria, we ought to be amost completely
independent of shipboard hydroponics and stored rations within thefirst loca year."

"That'swhat's Allison wastelling me," Manekaagreed. "And | dso had adiscusson with Henri—"
she nodded at Berthier "—and Ed about the industrial Sde, aswell. Things seem to be going just aswell
onthat sde

"Not quite,” Berthier disagreed mildly. "What happened to Star Conveyor is hurting usworse up
there—" he pointed an index finger at the steadily brightening disk of the visible moon "—than it isdown
here. She had one of our two complete orbital smelter plants on board. Worse, she had two-thirds of the
extraction boats that were supposed to handle the asteroid mining for us, and that's putting a crimp in our
expangon rate. We've diverted some additiona effort to building more of the boats we need, but that's
going to take consderably longer than building housing units”

"Agreed,” Maneka acknowledged. "On the other hand, | think | heard you'd managed to find
yoursdlf atruck driver to help speed things up abit.”

She grinned a Hawthorne, who made a ferocious face and growled something under his breath.

"That'soneway to put it," Berthier said with alittle smile of hisown. "Thetrangt time to and from the
agteroid belt is part of what's cogting us productivity. The extraction boats are fully automated, so they
don't suck off any manpower, but they have to make the complete round trip from the bt to Indrani
orbit. I'd considered moving the primary smelter closer to the belt, but you shot that one down on
security grounds, Madam Generalissmo. So I'm stedling your transport right out from under you.”

And my boyfriend, Maneka added mentally.
"Thermopylae'sgot alot of heavy-lift capability,” Berthier continued. "If we send her out to the belt
and |et the boats we have shuttle back and forth between her and their extraction sites, she can play

freighter and haul the raw materialsin to the smdter. By cutting trangt times, we estimate well improve
the productivity curve on the extractor boats by dmost thirty percent. It won't fully compensate usfor



Sar Conveyor 'sdestruction, but it will sure help.”

"l know." Manekanodded. "That'swhy | agreed to |et you have her. But despite that, | take it were
al in agreement that the colony appearsto bewell on itsway to becoming firmly established? And thet all
of the problems currently in sight are essentialy production bottlenecks, which are going to get smoothed
out in the very near future?"

Agnelli looked at her abit speculatively, but his daughter and Berthier both returned Maneka's nod.

"Good," she sad. "Because, that being true, | believeit'stime that we make the trangtion to civilian
control.”

Agndli's expression sharpened, and she gave him an oddly serious grin.

"I redlize certain partieswereinitialy concerned over any Napoleon complexeswhich might lurk in
the murky depths of my psyche. However, after spending the last year and half as the Mistress after God
of dl | survey, nothing would please me more than to hand responsibility over to our duly appointed
Governor and our soon-to-be-elected Assembly. Just tending to the military side of thingswill be enough
for Peter and me."

Sheraised her glassin alighthearted toast to Brigadier Jeffords, and he chuckled as he returned it.

"My God, thewoman's serioud!” Agndlli said with alaugh. "Actudly, Maneka, my concerns over
your tyranny potentia disappeared months and months ago. On the other hand, 1've observed that you're
one of those people with compulsive energy levels. Are you sure you're ready to step down?”

"Pogtive. It'snot likel won't be ableto find thingsto do, after dl. Lazarusand | are till finishing up
the mapping project, you know."

Heads nodded, and she suppressed a smile at some of the expressions around the table. Some of the
colony's civilian leaders, she knew, cherished the private opinion that she was more than alittle paranoid.
But Agndli wasn't one of them—afact which would have surprised her when responsibility for the
colony's military security first thundered down on her shoulders. The Governor had staunchly supported
her military survey for the best sitefor Landing, and he'd been just as supportive of her decision to use
Lazarus reconnaissance satdllites and remote-mapping drones to do a complete, detailed, ground-level
topographica map of every square meter of terrain within two thousand kilometers of Landing. Shewas
confident that they'd identified every practical approach route an attacking ground force might follow on
itsway through the mountains, and now they were most of the way through deep-scan radar mapping of
each of those routes, aswell.

"I do know that,” Agnelli agreed now. "But you'll be done with that in aweek or two. Is running our
military establishment—such asit is, and what thereis of it—after that, in the albsence of any known
externd threats, going to be enough to keep you busy?"

"More than enough,” she assured him, and the serious note in her voice surprised even her just abit.
She shook herself and chuckled.

"| joined the Brigade right out of high schoal, Adrian,” shetold him, using the first name she was
usualy careful to avoid, a least on "business' occasions. "They put me through the Academy, and they
commissioned me, and by the time | was completing my senior-year tactica problems, it was pretty
obvious the war with the Puppies was going to get nothing but nastier.”

Her expression grew darker, and she gazed down into her wine glass.

"None of my graduating classredly planned onliving toretire,” she said quietly. "The lossrate among
forward-deployed Bolos was heavy enough that we could al do the math on our fingers and toes. The
odds of someonein my graduating class surviving to the age of thirty-five were only onein three. The
odds of actudly reaching retirement age—assuming anyone was alowed to retire—were lessthan onein
fifty. And those odds are going to get steadily worse as Ragnorak and whatever the Puppies cal their
verson of it grind away. If they weren't, none of uswould be out here.”

The mood around the table had sobered, and she looked up to meet her friends eyes.



"When they detailed Guthrie and me—and Lazarus and Mickey—to this duty, | think we both felt
amos as quilty aswe fdt grateful. Don't get mewrong. | know why the Concordiat and the Brigade
assigned both of us here. Letting some preventable externa threat destroy this colony when a couple of
Bolos old enough to make them second-tier assets at the front could have prevented it would have been
crimindly negligent. And it's an important assgnment, even if—aswe dl hope—neither Lazarus nor
Mickey ever hasto fire another shot in anger. But it gave usan out. It wasaway for usto havea
damned good chance at survival, and because we were selected for the assignment rather than seeking
it, we can even tell ourselvesthat we never tried to save our own skins.

"There have been moments when living with that redlization hasbeen . . . difficult,” she said, her voice
even quieter, and Hawthorne reached over to squeeze her hand—her right hand—under cover of the
table.

"It'sonel'm surewedl share, in our ownways," Allison told her gently. ™Y ou Brigade officers—and
Navy officers, like Ed—were morein theline of fire. Targeted, | suppose you might say, becauseit was
your job to go where the fighting was. But it's been obviousfor years now that eventudly the fighting was
going to cometo al of us. That'swhy Bill and I—" her voice fdtered only dightly as she spoke her dead
husband's name "—had decided against having children. We both wanted them, and | know Dad wanted
grandchildren.”" She gave her father adightly misty smile. "But we weren't going to bring childreninto a
gdaxy which seemed intent on slamping them out of existence before they ever reached adulthood.”

She paused for amoment, then looked directly into Manekas eyesin the gathering darkness.

"Y ou and Lieutenant Chin and Ed were assigned to this, just as Dad was. | wasn't. Dad didn't give
me any details when they chose him for this. He's dways taken security classfications serioudy, and | can
understand why the government wouldn't want news of Seed Corn to get out. Even if the Mel conians
didn't hear about it, the effect on civilian morale would be devastating.

"But I've known him al my life, and | knew held beenin line for acolonia governorship for at least
two years before the war started. So when he suddenly couldn't talk to me anymore about where he
might be sent, or what he might be doing, it wasn't dl that hard to figure out what was going on. And
when Fred Staunton, Dad's boss at the Office of Colonization, turned up at the hospita asking for
volunteersfor an unspecified 'specia misson,’ | volunteered on the spot, for Bill aswell asfor me. So
unlikeyou, | did 'try to save my own skin.' I'm not ashamed that | did. And | would far rather be Sitting
here, with my father and with the rest of you, than till waiting for the Me coniansto reach Schilling's
World. But that doesn't mean | don't fedl guilty about al the millions upon millions of other civilians, other
Allison Agndlis, who will never have the opportunity to do the same thing.”

Silence hovered around the table for amost afull minute, and then the Governor reached out and
patted his daughter's hand gently.

"I wanted to tell you," he said softly. "And I'm not at al sure | wouldn't have broken down and done
just that, security or no. But | didn't have to, because you were sharp enough to put two and two
together on your own. And unlikeyou, | don't fed atrace of guilt at having you sitting here. | only regret
that Bill isn't Sitting here with us. And that the two of you will never have those grandkids of mine after
al”

Sheturned her hand palm-up under his, catching hisfingers and squeezing them tightly.

"I misshim, too," she half-whispered, blinking back tears. But then she smiled. She gave her father's
hand one last squeeze, then sat back and picked up her wine glass once again.

"I misshim," shesad, her dightly tremulous voice dmost normd. "And | wish hewere here, and |
wish the two of ustogether would be raising our children. But we will give you those grandchildren, Dad.
Both of us made depositsto the gene bank. Priority for the artificial wombsis going to be hard to come
by until we can replace everything welost with Kuan Yin, but assisted pregnancies are well within our
present capabilities. Which iswhy in about another thirty-four Standard Weeks you're going to be a
grandfather after dl.”



Deep, incandescent joy blazed in Agnelli's eyes, and he leaned over and kissed her cheek.
"That . . . that'swonderful news," hetold her. "News I'd never hoped to hear.”
Hisvoice was deep and husky, and he cleared histhroat, then took asip of wine.

"Congratulations, Allison," Manekasaid, raising her own glassin saute, and other glassesrose dl
around thetable.

"Thank you." Allison might actudly have blushed just abit—it was difficult to tell in the gathering
darkness—but her voice was completely back to normal, and she pointed afinger at Maneka.

"And what about you, young lady?" she demanded.
"Me?" Manekablinked.

"This colony is going to need as much genetic diversity asit can get. And people acceptable for duty
with the Dinochrome Brigade tend to be the sort of people whose genes you'd like to conserve in the
populetion.”

"I ... redly hadn't thought about it," Manekasaid, not entirely honestly. In fact, not even mostly
honestly, shetold hersdlf gernly.

"Wil, start thinking about it,”" Allison commanded. "And if you can't think of a genetic partner you'd
like to share the experience with," shelooked rather pointedly at Hawthorne, "'I'm sure someone on the
medica staff would be able to arrange ablind match for you.”

"If—dl right, when—it'stimefor that decision to be made, I'll makeit mysdlf, thank you," Maneka
told her firmly, glad the fading light hid the blush she felt warming her face.

"Just don't let the grass grow under you," Allison said, atouch of seriousness coloring her voice and
expression once more. "1 think Bill and | made the right decision, back before this opportunity—" she
waved a the newborn colony'srising buildings "—presented itself. But if we hadn't waited, if we'd gone
ahead and had children anyway, then I'd have at least some memory of him with them, and they might
have some memory of him, aswell. We're out from under the Me conian threat out here, but that doesn't
make any of usimmorta, Maneka."

* k% %

"Isthe Brigade ready, Colond Na-Sadth?' Ka-Frahkan asked formally.

"Yes, gr," Jesmahr Na-Salth replied. The colonel wasthe 3172nd Heavy Assault Brigade's executive
officer, and Ka-Frahkan's deputy commander. It was his job to hand the Brigade over to Ka-Frahkan as
asmoothly functioning machine, ready for ingtant action, and he was good &t hisjob.

"I'll let Colonel Na-Lythan begin the briefing, if you permit, sr," Na-Sdth continued, and
KaFrahkan's earsflicked agreement.

"Colond?" Na-Sdth said then, turning to the officer who commanded the armored regiment which
was the true heart of the Brigade's combat power.

"I have the readiness reports on our combat mechs for your perusa, Generd," Na-Lythan said. "The
fact that Mgor Na-Huryin didn't survive cryo deep has created some problems in the Reconnai ssance
Battalion, but otherwise our table of organization isactudly in excdlent shape. We're understrength, of
course, but not sufficiently to compromise our combat worthiness. And the latest report from our medical
officers confirmsthat al personnel arefully recovered from cryo and fit for action.”

"Excdlent,” Ka-Frahkan said heartily. Thelossrate Na-Tharla had predicted if he used the
emergency cryo facilities had actually been low. Almost twelve percent of his Brigade's personnd had
never waked up again. He was fortunate that Na-Huryin was the only redly critical officer Na-Lythan
had logt, but despite Na-L ythan's confident assessment, Ka-Frahkan knew the missing linksin dl of his
units chains of command had to have at |east some consegquences for their combat readiness.

What's that Human saying about "silver linings?" he thought with mordant humor. | suppose it
applies here, doesn't it? After all, at least the lower troop strength gave us a little longer to get
everyone physically into shape for operations before our food runs out.



He gave amentd snort at the direction of his own reflections, then turned to Colonel Verank
Ka-Somd, Na-Lythan's counterpart for the Brigade's infantry regiment.

"May | assume your troopers are equaly ready for combat, Colonel ?* he asked.

"Yes, ar!" KaSoma barked. His eyes glittered, and Ka-Frahkan gazed at him thoughtfully for just a
moment.

Ka-Somal's home world of Rasanthawas one of the ones the Humans had burned clean of dl life.
Hisentire family—including hiswife and four children—had been wiped away in that attack, and theloss
had seared itself deeply into the colond's heart and soul. For him, the upcoming attack was not acombat
mission but one of holy vengeance, and the generd wondered—not for the first time—if that might lead
him to overestimate his troops readiness. Probably not, he decided. Besides, he'd been following the
medical and training reports al dong, and they seemed to agree with Ka-Somal's assessment.

"Andtheair cavary?' Ka-Frahkan said, looking at Mgjor Beryak Na-Pahrthal.

"We gtand ready, Sir," the acting commander of hisair cavary regiment said, just ahbit siffly. Colone
KaTharnak, the air cavary's CO had been among the Brigade's more senior losses. Na-Pahrthal, who'd
commanded the regiment's First Battalion, had found himself wearing two hats, asthe regiment's
commander, aswell. Hewas agood officer, and in many ways more mentaly flexible than Ka-Tharnak
had been, but held never expected to be handed full respongbility for an entire air cavary regiment, and
he seemed a bit more anxious than Ka-Frahkan would have preferred.

"Good," the genera said, projecting as much combined confidence and assurance as he could. Then
he turned to the most junior officer seated at the conference table.

"I know | need not ask you if your people are ready, Captain,” he said, smiling at Rahlan Ka-Padyn.

"No, gr, you don't,” Ka-Paldyn agreed. The army captain commanded the Brigade's attached specia
operations section. They were the ones who would be tasked with the most critical part of the opening
operation. And, unfortunately, they'd been hit particularly hard by cryo deep losses. Ka-Padyn had been
forced to consolidate his three out-sized platoons into only two, which had cramped Ka-Frahkan's
options. But Ka-Padyn had served with the Brigade since the day he joined as an officer cadet, straight
out of the Imperid Army Academy. Thiswould be hisfifth campaign with Ka-Frahkan, and the genera
had tota confidencein him and his specid operations troopers.

"Good. I'm pleased—pleased with al of you," Ka-Frahkan said now, looking around the circle of his
senior officers one more time with afierce challenge grin. Then he sobered.

"I'm pleased because the time has comefor usto strike," he said, hisvoiceflatter and harder, and he
saw the stiffening of spines, the gleaming edges of canines shown in haf-ingtinctive challenge, asthe
others absorbed his announcement.

Death Descending was carefully hidden on one of the moons of the gas giant orbiting twenty-four
light-minutes outside the system's asteroid belt. The assault transport had been concedled there ever since
Ka-Frahkan had discussed his basic plan with Captain Na-Tharla, but the Brigade's stealthy remote
reconnaissance platforms had kept a careful eye on eventsin orbit around the distant planet the Humans
had chosen for their new home.

"The enemy,” Ka-Frahkan resumed after amoment, "has clearly settled in comfortably. Of their
transports, two have been disassembled into industrial modules. A third has aso been broken down into
three sub-modules which we originaly believed wereindustrid platforms but have since concluded are
intended asthe core structures for orbita habitats. Captain Na-Tharlas best estimate from the recon
platforms takeisthat one of them isintended to become the central control facility for the Humans
eventua space-going infrastructure. The other two—" helet hiseyes circle the table "—l ook suspicioudy
like the command-and-control modulesfor orbital forts."

He paused, |etting the sllence linger, until Na-Lythan brokeiit.
"That would make sense, Sir," the armor commander said. "One mistake the enemy isn't going to



makeisto skimp on orbital defenses. They obvioudy fed they're presently secure, but whoever planned
thisoperaionisunlikely to leave anything to chance."

"Agreed," Ka-Frahkan replied. "On the other hand, there's no indication that they're currently
working on these modules. My own belief isthat they'll rely upon the Bolo they've maintained in orbit for
their immediate security. It will probably be some time—possibly even severd years—before they have
theindustrid capacity to begin manufacturing the weapons such forts would require.

"More sgnificant, | think, isthefact that the emissons signatures of most of their shipsindicate that
they're operating with reduced power generation. Captain Na-Tharla has confirmed my own suspicion
that thisindicates they've taken their drive rooms off-line. Obvioudy, it wouldn't take them long to
reactivate the power plantsthey've currently shut down, but it's yet another indication that they're not
prepared for an immediate evacuation in the event of a sudden threat. And," he smiled coldly, "it greatly
increases our odds of taking those shipsintact for our own use.

"Rahlan, Jesmahr, and | have discussed at some length how best to gpproach the Human shipping
capability inlight of our current assessment of its readiness states. Obvioudy, our first priority must bethe
orbiting Bolo. That Bolo isn't attempting to remain covert. Its active sensors are on-line, which has helped
usto positively identify itstrangport, and we must assume ahigh leve of readiness on its part. However,
it hasn't reacted to the sensor platforms we've been using to observe the enemy's activities, and Captain
Ka-Pa dyn assures me that the signatures of histroopers EW suits are substantialy less than those of the
plaforms”

"Excuse me, sr," Na-Pahrtha said.

"Yes, Beryak?'

"| redlizethat the EW suits are extremdy stedlthy,” the air cavalry commander said dowly, "but while
the specia ops boats are very difficult to detect under normal circumstances, are they not considerably
less stedlthy than our reconnai ssance platforms?”

"They are," Ka-Frahkan said, hisvoice turning graver. "That, however, won't be an issue. Captain
Ka-Padyn's Second Platoon has volunteered to carry out the operation in free flight.”

Na-Pahrtha looked at Ka-Paldyn, and his eyes widened.
"Forgive me, Captain," he said after amoment, "but from how far out do you intend to insert them?’

"Given the difference in sensor signatures,” Ka-Paldyn replied, "our boats should be able to take
them to within two light-minutes without being detected, sir. Call it thirty-six million kilometers™

"And the maximum safe velocity for your EW suitsin freeflight?" the mgjor asked.

"Approximately one hundred kilometers per second, bearing in mind suit reaction mass limitations
and the need to decelerate to rest relative to the Bolo's trangport without being detected,” Ka-Paldyn
sdflaly.

"Then theflight time will be around a hundred hours?' Na-Pahrthd said.

"Correct, gr," Ka-Pddyn said. "And to anticipate the rest of your questions, if | may, that doesin
fact mean that they will exhaust the endurance of their suits before we can possibly recover them. Second
Patoon understands that none of them islikely to return from thismisson.”

"l hope," Ka-Frahkan said into the silence Ka-Paldyn's words had produced, "that they'll be wrong
about that." Everyonelooked at him, and heflicked hisears. "I fully redlize that the odds are poor.
However, Second Platoon's secondary assignment, after destroying the Bolo transport, will beto seize
control of theindustria modules the Humans have deployed in planetary orbit. Although it's a secondary
assgnment, it'salso an important one. Specificaly, | want control of those facilities before some Human
aboard them redlizes their colony is about to be annihilated and destroys the modules to prevent them
from falling into our hands. And if Second Platoon succeeds in taking one or more of those modules,
they'll be ableto sustain themsdves on their prizes environmenta capability until we can relieve them.”

"Asyou say, gr," Ka-Pddyn said with aseated haf-bow, but dl of the officersin the briefing room



knew at least some of Second Platoon's troopers would exhaust their suits endurance long before they
took their objectives.

"There's an additional reason for usto secure control of al of the Human transports, or at least to
destroy them before they're able to reactivate their drive rooms and flee the system,” Ka-Frahkan said,
picking back up the thread of his briefing.

"After discussng this matter at some length with Captain Na-Tharla, | have determined that itisin the
Empire's best interest for usto plant acolony of our own in this star system. After we've destroyed the
Human presence here—in the course of which we will undoubtedly suffer casualties, possbly severe
ones, unfortunately—we should still have sufficient personnel, male and female, to establish apopulation
with sufficient genetic divergity to sustain itsaf permanently. | intend to return to the Empire aboard
Death Descending, assuming we're able to make the necessary repairs out of the captured Human
industrid base. | will, however, be detaching the mgjority of the Brigade's personnel to remain behind to
hold and populate this star system for the Empire.”

Helooked around the conference table once more, watching their faces as he reveded hisfull
intentionsfor thefirst time. Ka-Somal looked amost disappointed at the prospect of being left behind,
but Ka-Frahkan had anticipated that. He was thoroughly familiar with Ka-Somd's blazing hatred for all
things Human, and held known from the beginning that the infantry colonel would reject any chanceto
remain behind, where there would be no more Humansto kill. For the others, though, hisdecision
offered the possibility of survival with honor . . . but only at the expense of permanent separation from
family, clan, and al they had ever known. That would be an almost intolerable price for any member of
the People, yet he was confident they would pay it if hetold them to.

"My plansto colonizethis system for the People hinge, however," he continued, "on our ability to
prevent any FTL-capable Human vessdal from escaping back to the Concordiat. Captain Na-Tharlatells
methat it's unlikely any of the Human transportsis currently supplied for such alengthy voyage, but it's
certainly not impossible. And if aHuman vessel does succeed in returning to the Concordiat with news of
events here, then it's d so possible a Human squadron might be dispatched to eiminate our own colony in
this system. | consider the probability of such adecision on their part to be no more than even, but it
would require only acruiser or two to deal with any defenses we could cobble up from what we may

capture.

"Because of that, it's essentia that we aso take or destroy the second Bolo transport, whose drive
room isvery much on-line" he said. "Fortunately, it's much closer to usthan the onein orbit, sincethe
Humans appear to be using it to assst their resource extraction effortsin the vicinity of the asteroid belt.
That's the good news. The bad newsisthat it doesn't appear to be following any fixed schedule or
routing. Unlike the transport orbiting the planet, we cannot predict what its precise position will be at the
moment our attack commences. Offsetting that somewhat, the fact that it clearly doesn't have aBolo
embarked meansits sensor capability will be greetly inferior to Second Platoon's target, so we can get
closer to it with the specid ops boats.

"Beginning as soon as possible, Rahlan's First Platoon will embark aboard those boats and take up
positions from which, hopefully, it will be able to shadow the second transport at reasonably close range.
Coordination with Second Platoon will be difficult at such adistance but it will dso becritical. The Bolo
orbiting the planet must be destroyed before any other action on our part. Therefore, First Platoon
cannot enter the second transport's effective sensor envelope until after Second Platoon has attacked.
We anticipate that even if there's some small delay between the two attacks, the Humans aboard the
trangport—which is probably operating with reduced crew, given how badly the Humans must need
every pair of handsfor the congtruction of their new planetary ingtallations—will ill be taken by surprise
by First Platoon's attack. In any case, they'll be at a severe disadvantage againgt fully armed, elite
troopers, and we believe the chance of capturing the ship is extremely high."

He gazed around the briefing room once more, then flipped his earsin satisfaction at what he saw in
their eyes.



"Very wel, gentlemen,” he said. "That's the bare bones of our intentions. Now to more specific
details. Colond Na-Sdth?!

"Yes, gr," Na-Sdth said, and touched a button, calling up aholographic map of the landing siteon
the target planet which Ka-Frahkan and Na-Tharla had selected. "Colond Na-Lythan," he continued,
"once Death Descending has made planetfall, your Regiment will debark.”

He touched another button, and military mapping icons appeared in the holo.
"In conjunction with Colonel Ka-Somad'sinfantry, you will establish abasic defensve perimeter along

thisling" he continued, indicating the posgitions on the map. " After that, you will deploy reconnaissance
eementsaong theseaxes. . . ."

5

Lieutenant Guthrie Chin sat back, arms crossed, and frowned at the chessboard. Staff Sergeant
Y olanda Willis grinned cheerfully at him as he contemplated the unappetizing Situation into which she had
backed him.

"Y our position does not look promising, Guthrie," a pleasant baritone remarked over the
compartment's bulkhead spesker.

"And don't you dare give him any hints, Mickey!" Willissad sernly.

"How can you believe | would think of such athing?' the speaker inquired in innocent tones.

"Possibly because | know you?' Willis shot back. The speaker chuckled, and she grinned. "If, onthe
other hand, you should happen to succumb to that ignoble temptation, just remember who'sin charge of
making sure your wiring keeps on doing what it's supposed to do."

"Such crude thregts are unbecoming to anoncommissioned officer of the Brigade," Chin said
severely. "Beddes, I—as an officer and agentleman, by act of the Concordiat Assembly—am fully
capable of resolving your petty threat to my queen entirely on my own."

Willis made amost disrespectful sound, and he gave her adignified look.

"I'm sure,” he continued, "that the aforesaid resolution will cometo me. . . presently.”

* % %

Lauren Hanover checked her boards with afedling of profound satisfaction as she took over the duty
watch. With Kuan Yin'sloss, she'd been out of ajob as a second engineer, but Henri Berthier, never one
to waste talent, had assigned her to Sherwood Forest, instead. It wasn't exactly what she'd been trained
for, but she'd had plenty of time on the extended voyage to get hersdlf brought up to speed, and shed
been more than ready when they assigned her to command Industria Module Three,

At the moment, IndiaMike Three was still in what she thought of as the setting up stage. The
automated fabrication node's admittedly smpleminded Alswere working from stored plansto build the
bare-bones platform into a compl ete deep-space indugtrid facility. Progresswas dower than originally
projected because of the loss of the orbital smelter—multicapability resource extraction facilities, redlly,



but "smdter" was amuch handier term—yet they were beginning to make up thelost time. It would be at
least another three or four months, by her most optimistic estimate, before they could actualy catch back
up with the officia schedule, but that was dl right. When IndiaMike Threeredly hit its stride, it would be
able to build anything the inhabitants of Indrani needed, from screwdriversto complete
superdreadnoughts, and it would be only one of six such centers. Given the circumstances and the whole
reason Seed Corn had been mounted, plans called for Indrani to eventualy have an industrial base which
not only matched that of the average Concordiat Core World, but actualy exceeded it (on a population
basis, at least) by afactor of more than ten. And for that ratio to be maintained indefinitely.

All it was going to take was time. And now that they'd actually survived the voyage, timewas
something they had in plentiful supply.

Lieutenant Huran Sa-Chelak checked the readouts on the HUD projected acrossthe visor of his
stedth suit. The numbers didn't look good, but they were still—barel y—within acceptable parameters.

It was dwaysimpossibleto predict exactly how rapidly any specific, individua trooper would
consume the endurance of his suit. Averages could be predicted with ahigh degree of rdiability, and the
auits designers had alowed amargin of redundancy. But individuas always varied at least alittle, and
that margin had been caculated sitting in comfortable officesin rear arearesearch and devel opment
establishments. Specid opsunitsin thefield routingly ran right up to the limits of the projected safety
margins, and this operation had stressed them even harder than most.

Hed dready lost one trooper. Sergeant Na-Rathan hadn't exhausted hislife support. Sa-Chelak
wasn't positive exactly what had gone wrong with his suit, and the sergeant hadn't told him. Hed smply
reported across the short-range whisker laser com net in acompletely cam voice, less than fifteen hours
into the mission, that he had a problem. Then held gone off the net and the green light indicating alive
trooper on Sa-Chelak's HUD had blinked suddenly red.

The sergeant's body had accompanied them for the remainder of their ballistic insertion. Corpora
Na-Sath had removed the backup fusion warhead from Na-Rathan's body, and when they'd findly
activated their suit-mounted thruster packs to begin decd erating, the sergeant had continued silently
onward towards the system's primary.

At least he'll find a proper pyre, Sa-Chelak thought. And he's earned it.

The lieutenant hoped he would earn the same, but it was beginning to look asif hisown life support
was going to run out before the rest of the platoon reached its secondary objective among the orbiting
Human transgports. At least Six more of his twenty-four remaining troopers were in the same or little better
gtuation, but that wouldn't kegp them from executing their primary mission, he thought grimly.

Helooked at Sergeant Mgjor Na-Hanak. Since they'd begun decelerating, even the whisker lasers
had been shut down. Sa-Chelak had enormous confidence in the capabilities of histroopers stedlth
systems, on the basis of hard-won experience, but getting this close to one of the accursed Bolos was
enough to chill any veteran's blood. He had no intention of running any avoidable riskswhen heand his
men had paid—and were about to pay—such ahigh priceto get here.

The sergeant major was watching him aertly. Sa-Chelak made ahand gesture, and Na-Hanak
replied with agesture of his own, acknowledging receipt of the unspoken order.

Sa-Chelak wished held been carrying the wegpon himsdlf, but thiswas ajob for ademoalitions
expert, and that described Na-Hanak perfectly. The lieutenant watched as the sergeant mgjor's gloved
fingers quickly but carefully armed the warhead—a steslthed demolition charge, actudly. Na-Hanak
completed histask, then paused for severa seconds, clearly doublechecking every single step of the
process. When he was satisfied, he looked back up at Sa-Chelak and made the "prepared to proceed”
hand sign.

Sa-Chelak nodded inside his helmet, then chopped his arm in a gesture towards the distant dot his
suit's computer assured him was the Bolo trangport. 1t was little more than aspeck, gleaming faintly in the



reflected light of the system primary, but they were more than close enough for their ddlivery vehicle,

Na-Hanak entered afinal sequence on the weapon's control pad, then punched the commit button. A
mist of ingtantly dispersed vapor spurted from the weapon's small thruster, and it accelerated away from
the platoon.

Sa-Chdak watched it go. It wasfitting in many ways, he thought, that the very primitiveness of their
wespon helped explain how it would penetrate the Humans vaunted superior technology. Its warheed
actualy relied upon old-fashioned chemica explosivesto achieve criticdity, and the total power supply
aboard warhead and delivery vehicle combined was less than would have been required to supply a
pre-space hand lamp. Its guidance systems were purely passive, relying upon an optical lock onits
designated target, and the control systemsfor its primitive, low-powered, but effective thrusters used
old-fashioned mechanicd linkages. Not that more modern technology was completely absent fromiits
congruction. Infact, it was built of radiation-absorbent materials so effective that a arange of barely two
meters (with the access ports closed to hide the glowing giveaway of itsdisplays), it wasimpossible for
the Melconian eye to pick out against the backdrop of space. It was, in fact, as close to completely
invishle and totaly undetectable as the Empire's highly experienced design teams could produce.

It only remained to be seen if it wasinvisible enough.

"So are you going to save that castle as effectively as you saved your queen?' Willisinquired
interestedly.

"Y ou're not doing your next efficiency report any favors, Sergeant,” Chin told her ominoudy,
regarding the rapidly spreading disaster in the middle of the chessboard.

"Hah! Captain Trevor knowswhat asoreloser you are, Sir. Shelll recognize petty vengefulness when
she seesit.”

"Unfortunately, you're probably right about that." Chin reached for his surviving knight, then drew his
hand back as Willis smiled with predatory confidence.

"Anytimeyou'reready, Sr," shetold him with deadly, affable patience.

"Whichwill be—"

"Alert!" The bulkhead speaker rattled as the baritone voice barked aflat-toned warning. "Alert!
Sensors detect incoming—"

Guthrie Chin was dill turning his head towards the spesker, eyebrows rising in surprise, when the
multimegaton demolition charge exploded less than fifty metersfrom Stalingrad'shull.

Maneka bounced twice on the end of the diving board, then arced cleanly through the air. The
grav-lift dive platform floated a meter and a haf above the gentle swell, and the ocean surface wasa
tranducent, ddlicioudy cool sheet of jade. She diced through it cleanly, driving deep into the even cooler
depths, before she swept back up towards the sun-mirror of the surface.

Ocean swimming wasn't something which had been very practica back on Everest, she admitted to
herself. And she supposed that, under the circumstances, she would have to concede that its practicality
here was, indeed, apoint in favor of Indrani over New Hope. Not that she was prepared to admit that to
anyoneese.

Her head broke surface, and she used both hands to dick back her short, wet, dark hair. Half a
dozen other heads bobbed near her, and the two air cars designated for lifeguard duty floated watchfully
overhead. Sonar transducers adjusted to a frequency which had been demondtrated to repel the local sea
life protected the swimmers from the possibility of being munched upon, and Manekarolled in the water
and began backstroking back towards the platform.

Another three or four dives, she thought, then back to work and—

"Alert!" Lazarus voice blared so loudly in her mastoid-mounted speaker that it felt for an ingant asif



someone had dapped her. "Alert! Mickey reports—"
The nuclear detonation overhead was bright enough to bleach the sgpphire ky pae amethyst.

* * *

"Mother of God!" someone gasped. It took Lieutenant Hanover over two seconds to redlize that the
words had come out in her voice.

She stared in horror at the visua digplay, which had just polarized as the sun-bright flash licked away
Salingrad asif the transport had never existed. But it had, and she swallowed hard as the instant of
parayzing shock faded into something resembling coherent thought.

Fusion plant? she wondered automaticaly, only to rgject it ingantly. She was at standby, just like
the Forest. And Bolos don't have that sort of accident—ever. But then what—?

She never knew exactly what caused it to click so quickly. Maybe it was the memory of what had
happened to Kuan Yin, causing her to jump ingtantly to a conclusion which was preposterous on the face
of things. Maybe it was some sort of subconscious logic flow which would have made impeccable sense
if she'd been ableto analyzeit. But how it came to her was supremely unimportant beside her total
confidence that she wasright.

She punched the key on her console while the other four members of her duty watch were il
gawking at the beautifully hideous blossom of brilliance on their visud displays. A musica tone sounded
in her earbug dmost ingtantly as the communications computers routed her priority messageto its
degtination.

"Captain Berthier," she heard her own voice say camly, "thisis Hanover, on IndiaMike Three. Sir,
the Dog Boys have just blown Salingrad—and Mickey—to hell.”

Shewas 4till talking when the same finger which had hit the com key punched another button and
dert srensbegantowail dl across Industrial Module Three.

* % %

Manekawas still dripping when thelifeguard air car came screaming in to deposit her atop Lazarus
war hull. She didn't waste time thinking about uniforms or towels. She just dashed towards the heavily
armored topside personne hatch, bare feet threading their way between the dablike missile hatch covers
on pure autopilot while she barked into her hand com.

"—to the Armory now!" she snapped. "Full equipment and ammunition for First, Second, and Fourth
Battalions. Deploy First and Second to the Alpha One positions, and aert Mgjor Atwater for probable
immediate embarkation.”

"Understood,” Brigadier Jeffords said sharply. She could hear the reverberations of shocked disbelief
echoing in hisvoice, but hewas dert and tracking well, and that was about al she could have asked of
him under the circumstances.

"Good, Peter," she said abit more gently, then ducked and twisted in afamiliar contortion that
deposited her onto the upper access ladder to Lazarus command deck. She braced her bare insoles
againg the outside of the ladder uprights and did down it, com dangling from her wrist by itslanyard, and
the vibrations of ponderous, ddlicate movement shivered in her hands and feet as L azarus maneuvered
himsalf back up the loading ramp of the assault pod.

She left that up to him and the pod's onboard computers while she concentrated on getting down the
ladder in one piece as quickly as possible. Adrian Agnelli's face already showed on one of the
multiquadrant communications screens, and other members of the colony's command structure were
blinking onto other quadrants even as her bare feet hit Command One's decksole with astinging impact.

Agndlli's expression was a combination of horror, shock, disbelief, and confusion, but if there was
any panic init, Maneka couldn't seeit. Fear, yes—but not, she was certain, for himsaf. And despite dl
the myriad questions which must be hammering at hisbrain, he didn't waste time battering her by
demanding answersto them.



Shetook an ingtant to give him asincerely and deeply grateful smile, then dithered into her command
couch in her dripping wet, skimpy swvimsuit.

"Governor, ladies and gentlemen,” she said, conscious of how bizarre the courteous formula sounded
in her own earsbut using it deliberately to emphasize her own self-control. There was no need for them
to know just how hard that was for her to do, and every reason to convince them that she, at least, was
not about to succumb to panic.

"Asyouredl aware, the colony isunder attack," she continued in acrisp, clipped tone. "' deeply
regret that | have to confirm that Stalingrad and Mickey have been destroyed.”

Someone—she didn't know who, and she didn't worry about finding out—cursed in fal setto shock.
Manekaignored the outburst and continued flatly.

"Lazarus andyssagressin dl itsessentiswith Lieutenant Hanover's concluson. Theemisson
sgnature of the explosion s, in fact, a perfect match for a Puppy Bravo-Eighteen demolition charge. How
they got it into position without Mickey's potting them isimpossible to say, but Lazarus has gone back
over Mickey'slagt transmissons over the TSDS. The most likely possibility isthat they managed to insert
acovert specid opsteam into the inner system to launch it at short range. The next most likely isthat they
used some sort of long-range, stealthed launch vehicle to attack directly from the outer-system. In either
casg, it'sobviousthat they did, somehow, manage to follow us al the way here. And they wouldn't have
announced their presence by taking out Salingrad and Mickey thisway if they didn't have some sort of
plan to hit the rest of the colony.

"At the moment, we don't know what that plan might be. But it's virtudly certain that whatever
they've gat, it isn't aregular warship. A cruiser wouldn't have needed that much stealth to get through to
Salingrad, given her dert satus, and it wouldn't have had the enduranceto follow usthisfar inthefirst
place. So werelooking at some sort of logistics ship or transport. Under the circumstances, | see no
option but to assume that we're up againgt an Atilla-class heavy transport.”

Jeffordsinhaled sharply, and she smiled thinly at the other faces on her display.

"For those of you unfamiliar with the reporting names assigned to Puppy warships, that'san
atmosphere-configured assault transport, the second biggest onethey have. And," her grim amile
vanished, "it's capable of landing an entire heavy assault brigade.”

"Dear God," Agndli said quietly, and Maneka nodded.

"I may bewrong, and | pray | am, but I may not be, too," she said. "And whatever they've got,
they're obvioudy very, very good to have followed usthis far without being detected in thefirst place,
and then to get through our defenses so neatly with their first strike. On the basis of my analysis of the
threet, I'm officidly notifying al of you that | am assuming full authority asthis sysem's military
commander, and that I've dready activated Defense Plan Alpha. Brigadier Jeffords First, Second, and
Fourth Battalions are drawing weapons and ammunition now. Lieutenant Governor Berthier.”

"Yes, Captain?'

"I've dready informed Brigadier Jeffordsthat well be diverting al congtruction equipment to military
uses. Mogt of the congtruction personnd have dready been activated in their militiarole, and the
brigadier'sissued preliminary ordersto them. He knows what | want dug in and where, but snce he's
going to be busy overseeing the deployment of al of hispersonnel, I'd like you to take over on the
congtruction sde. Y ou'll find the details in the construction plans queue under Delta Papa AlphaOne."

"Of course, Captain!™

"Inthat case," she continued, turning to Agndli's daughter, "I need you to take over organization for
probable wounded, Dr. Agndli-Watson," she said formally. "1 hope there won't be many of them, but—"

She broke off suddenly, and her face tightened.

"Governor Agndli," shesad harshly.

"Y es, Captain?'



"Wemay havelos Salingrad and Mickey's sensors, but the backup recon satellites we deployed
are dill on-line and feeding information to Lazarus BattleComp. | have confirmation of aMe conian
vessel headed for Indrani. Anditisan Atilla.”

Thistime, theslencewastotd.

"That'sthe bad news," she continued with atight, teeth-baring smile. "The good newsisthat so far
we haven't picked up anything ese. She must have been accompanying the raiding squadron
Commaodore Lakshmaniah destroyed, and she must have used her emergency cryo facilitiesto stretch her
endurance. It'sthe only way they could have followed usthislong without starving to desth—or eating
each other. But according to Lieutenant Hawthorne, those cryo facilities aren't very good, so they've
probably taken some significant personnd losses.

"What matters right now, though, isthat apparently she's the only opposition we face." One or two
of the faces|ooking back at her showed their owners incredul ous response to her use of theword "only,"
but she went onin that same level voice. "Assuming that they redlly have somehow managed to follow us
here with their personnd essentidly intact, were going to be facing heavy odds—" not as heavy as
Chartres, agtray thought flickered, but heavy enough . . . and you don't have the rest of the
Battalion for backup this time "—but without any warshipsto side her, at least no one's going to be
bombarding us from spacein the middle of the fight.

"With Brigadier Jeffords people to watch the back door, Lazarusand | will be able to operate much
more fredy againgt any ground opposition. My biggest concern at this moment isthat athough weve
picked up one transport, we have no positive assurance that it's the only ship out there. Persondlly, |
think it probably is, for the reasons I've dready given, but | can't be certain of that. If | had only alittle
moretime, I'd take Lazarus assault pod back up into orbit to engage them short of the planet.
Unfortunatdy, it will take aminimum of thirty-five more minutesto re-mate him with the pod. I'm
proceeding with that—we can disengage alot more quickly if we have to, and the pod will give us much
more flexible deployment options—but the Me conian ship is only twenty-eight minutes out. We can't get
orbitd intimeto intercept it, and from its present profile, it looks asif it intendsto land far enough around
the curve of the planet to protect it from direct fire from Landing, aswell.

"All of which suggeststhat they have avery good notion of what we have. I've transmitted awarning
to al our shipping and deep-space work parties, because if they did use some of their specia operations
troopsto carry out the attack on Stalingrad, they may have tasked those troops with secondary
missions, aswell. Their specid opstroopers have very, very good individua stealth capability, and that
may well mean we have an unknown number of Melconian specid operationstroopers aready in or
about to penetrate the orbits of our infrastructure.

"I'm afraid we're going to take some additional lossesthere.” She made the admission unflinchingly.
"Brigadier Jeffords has aready scrambled his company of vacuum-trained militiaand both of our armed
cuttersto repel attacks on our industrid platforms or the transports, but if the Puppiestimed this
properly, they may dready be working on breaching the hulls of their targets. If dl they wanttodois
destroy them, I'm afraid there may not be alot we can do to stop them. WElI just have to hope they'd
prefer to capture the capacity instead of destroying it. Or that they're shorthanded enough they didn't
spare alot of personnd to go after orbital ingtallations that can't run away anyhow. After dl," she gave
them another tight smile, "they apparently know they have aBolo to face down here."

She paused to draw a deep breath.

"Until they actudly hit planet, I can't do much more than were already doing. Lazarusand | need a
better fedl for the forces they actudly have to deploy and what their axes of approach arelikely to be.
For now, | suggest we dl do everything we can to reduce the possibility of panic and to get asmany as
possible of our noncombatants under cover. | want to leave Brigadier Jeffords other two battalions of
infantry availableto assist in digging in for aslong as possible, but | want both air cavary platoons reedy
tolift immediately. And if any of us have afree moment here or there, spending it asking God to giveusa
hand probably wouldn't be abad idea.



* * %

Lieutenant Sa-Chdak's thoughts were becoming duggish, but he bared his caninesin asnarl of
triumph as the Bolo transport disappeared in avisor-polarizing flash. The critical portion of his platoon's
mission had been accomplished in that singlefireball. The redization gave him a sense of comfort,
athough it was getting very hard to breathe. Hislungslabored frantically, but there smply wasn't enough
oxygen.

Ran the margin too fine this time, hismind told him distantly. He blinked, trying to focus on the
range-to-target reading on hisHUD, but the numbers remained obstinately blurred. Of histhirty-seven
troopers, at least a dozen green lights had turned crimson. He couldn't see them well enough to be certain
which onesthey were, but he thought Corporal Na-Sath'swas till green.

Good. That's good, he thought blearily. At least his people could be sure of taking out at least one
more of the Humans ships, whether they could capture their secondary objectives or not. He wished he
could be with them when they did, but the indstent computer voice warning him of oxygen exhaustion
was growing lessand lessdigtinct in hisear.

Hisright hand groped for the suicide button. There was no point going by centimeterswhen his
chance of surviva had become nonexistent anyway. Hisfingers found it, and started to press. But anew,
srident audio tone made him pause.

Hiswavering vision sought out the HUD once more. It was impossible to read, but despite the
anoxia, aremote corner of his superbly trained brain recognized the sound.

Proximity alarm, he thought, and turned his head just in time to see one of the colony'stwo armed
cuttersin theinstant before its two-centimeter Hellbores fired.

* * %

"Go down there and hel p her get that locker open now, Jackson," Lieutenant Edmund Hawthorne
sadflatly.

"Aye, aye, Sr!" hisexecutive officer sngpped, and left Thermopylae's command deck at a dead run.
Hawthorne looked after him for a couple of heartbesats, then wheded back to his own command station,
his brain racing as he tried to cope with the stunning broadcast from Lazarus.

Meélconians here. It didn't seem possible, but he knew that was only his own deep-seated need to
believeit wasn't. And that need sprang from at least one dl too personal source. Fear for the entire
colony—and for hisown life—was acold, hard iron lump in the pit of hisbelly, but it was another fear
that made every musclein hisbody quiver with flight-or-flight ingtincts.

Maneka, hethought. Maneka and Lazarus. . . and an entire heavy assault brigade of Dog
Boys.

He closed his eyeswith abrief, wordless apped to whatever God there might be, then opened them
resolutely asthe exec hurried back onto the bridge with an armload of power rifles and sdearms.
Another of Hawthorne's crewwomen followed, carrying more sidearms and with a satchd of boarding
grenades dung over her shoulder.

"All right, people,”" Hawthorne said over the dl-hands channd, distantly surprised by how cam his
own voice sounded, "we have astuation. We're going to Condition Zulu as of right now. Sensors haven't
picked anything up yet, but if thereé'saDog Boy specia ops unit out there, that doesn't mean Jack."

He glanced at the console where Chief Halberstadt was driving the externa sensorsfor al they were
worth . . . and monitoring Thermopylae'sinterna sensor net even moreintently. The transport had
aready come about on a heading to return to Indrani. Hawthorne had deliberately turned away from the
least-time course, taking awide dog leg which he hoped would have been impossible for anyoneto
predict ahead of time. The odds were overwhelming that the combination of her sudden course change
and speed would carry her clear of any ambush the Me conians might have arranged for her, but he
wasn't prepared to stake the security of his ship and the lives of his crew on that, and his hands strapped
apistol belt around his hips even as he was spesking.



"Captain Trevor hasinformed me that Brigadier Jeffords troopswill be at full readiness by thetime
the Dog Boys can put down on Indrani. The attack that took out Mickey was amost certainly carried out
by their specia ops company, though, and it'sentirely possible that they're also going after our orbital
units. Brigadier Jeffords has Sierra Company headed up as a precaution, but we al know Sierra
Company isn't exactly the Concordiat Marines. Well, neither are we, and Thermopylae might not be
able to say boo to aDog Boy destroyer. But we do have half adozen suits of powered armor on board,
and | have Ms. Stopford bringing it on-line now. She estimates that will take another twenty-two minutes
... which meansit ought to be ready long before we reach Indrani orbit.

"In the meantime—"

A shill, ear-piercing darm wailed.

"Hull breach,” Thermopylae's Al's melodious contralto announced. "Multiple hull breaches between
frames one-five-niner and two-zero-seven.”

Hawthorne whedled towards the damage control schematic and swallowed avicious curse asfifteen
bright red icons glared aong his ship's port flank. They'd come in through the Number Two vehicle hold,
which suggested they knew exactly what they were doing. The vehicle holds were much lessintricately
compartmentalized than the personnd sections of the big ship. And they werefar lesslavishly equipped
with automatic pressure-tight blast doorsto contain atmosphere. Worse, Number Two was the central
of Thermopylae'sthree vehicle holds. From there, they could move in dmost any direction.

"We have boarders, people!" he barked. "Vehicle Hold Two! Y ou've got fifteen secondsto get to
your Zulu Interna gtations, then I'm locking her up!”

He watched the chronometer's digital display tick over exactly fifteen seconds, then nodded to the
exec.

"It'stime, Jackson,” he said grimly, and cleared histhroat. "lona," he said to Thermopylae'sAl,
"closedl interna doors.”

"Closing internd doors," the Al announced.

"Good," Hawthorne said. He paused amoment, then continued. "1ona, set Condition Zulu Delta.”

Jackson Lewisflinched, but none of his bridge crew said aword.

"Order acknowledged,” the Al said. " Self-destruct orders require command authorization, however."

"Understood.” Hawthorne inhaed deeply. "Authenticate my voiceand ID."

"Authenticated. Y ou are Lieutenant Edmund Harrison Hawthorne, commanding officer CNS
Thermopylae."

"l now authorize you to set Condition Zulu Ddlta," he said flatly. " Authorization code
Baker-Seven-Two-Alpha-Niner-Whiskey."

" Authorization code receipted and recognized,” lonatold him. "Condition Zulu Delta has been s&t."

"Thank you," Hawthorne said, and looked down at his hands. In theory, the Al would destroy the
ship the instant the Me conian boarders secured control of itscritical systems. Unfortunately,
Thermopylae was atransport, not a proper warship. Her web of control runs and communications
circuits were tougher, more dispersed, and more redundant than they would have been aboard a
civilian-design vessdl her size, but they were scarcely armored or protected against people inside the ship

itsdlf. Therewere at least two ways he could think of offhand for the Puppiesto take out her Al before
they took control of the Bridge or Engineering, and if they did that . . .

"Jessy," he said quietly over a private channdl to Jessica Stopford, "I think it would be avery good
ideato expedite that armor.”

* * %

Shelthey were once again joined, and shefthey felt thelocking clamps engage firmly as Lazarus huge
tracks settled into place in the assault pod. Shefthey reached out, bringing the pod'sinterna systemsfully
on-line, and the Maneka component of her/their persondity dlowed herself amoment of intent gratitude



that she had kept the pod fully fueled and charged.

"Werein position, Peter,” Manekas com image informed the militiacommander. "1s Fourth Battaion
ready to board?"

"Affirmative" Jeffordsreplied tautly. "I till say you ought to take Jessup's company with you, too."

"No," shesaid firmly. "They don't have the armor or the firepower to go toe-to-toe with a Puppy
medium, much less a heavy. But they could be anasty surprisefor any air cav that get around us.”

Jeffords |ooked rebellious, but he didn't argue. Mostly because Maneka was his commanding officer,
but aso because he knew she was right. Captain Jessup's Single company of light, manned tanks had
never been intended to stand up to the sort of firepower which was probably headed Landing's way.

Shelthey considered the numbers once again. A full-strength Mel conian heavy assault brigade had a
roster strength of over three thousand. Sixteen hundred of that total were in the three battalions of its
infantry regiment, but thered heart of its striking power wasits armored regiment. The twelve Heimdalls
of itsrecon company could probably be handled by Jessup's fifteen Whippet tanks, but the six Surturs
and twelve Fenrises would smash anything short of Lazarus himsdf with contemptuous ease.

It was a sobering comment on the sheer size of an Atilla-class transport that it could pack that much
armor aboard, the Maneka component of her/their persondity reflected. The Surtur was at least asbig
asmost Bolos—over twenty percent larger than Lazarus himsdlf, in fact—and even the Fenris camein a
over nine thousand tons. Thermopylae could carry amaximum of two Bolos plus another hundred
thousand tons of lighter vehicles or seventy-five thousand tons of vehicles and up to five thousand infantry
and their equipment. But the Seipners carried their Bolos externdly, whereas al of the Me conian
transport's personnel and vehicleswere carried internally. And unlike Thermopylae, she was
atmosphere-capable and designed for rough-field landings. If the Me conians had been prepared to
accept externally-mounted transport for their heavy armored vehicles, they could have packed even more
punch aboard the big ship. But they would have had to sacrificeits ability to land itstroops directly, and
that was gtrictly against Melconian doctrine,

<Which isadamned good thing,> the Maneka component thought at the L azarus component. <Six
Surturs are bad enough.>

<True. But we do possess significant advantages the Battalion lacked on Chartres,> the Lazarus
component observed in reply.

Which wastrue, Manekaredized. The only question was whether or not their advantageswould be
enough.

"Wevegot ahull breach!”

Lauren'sjaw clenched, and her eyes darted over the schematic in front of her.

"Pressurelossin Sector Bravo-Seven-Charlie,” acomputer voice remarked calmly. "Initiating
containment.”

A drident audio arm began to sound, but the voice continued in those same, cam tones.

"Containment procedures terminated,” it announced. " Atmosphere |oss has ceased.”

"And you think that's good news, you stupid bitch?" one of her watch-standers snarled. Lauren was
too busy to endorse the remark, but she certainly understood it. IndiaMike Threes Al wasanidiot,
compared to aBolo. All it cared about was that the hole in the modul€'s skin was no longer lesking air.
The fact that whoever had made the hole must have sedled it behind them didn't mean athing to the
computers.

"They'reinto Bravo-Seven," she said over the dl-hands channel. "Alf," shelooked at the tech who'd
replied to the Al, "close the blast doors manually. Then start locking down every powered door you can.
Hannah," she turned to another woman, "get on the horn to whoever's running the cutters. We need
somebody in here with some damned guns—fast!"



* * %

Death Descending bulleted downward, shrieking through the ever thicker planetary atmosphere at a
dangeroudy high velocity. Unlike Human military trangports, Death Descending's huge hull was deekly
aerodynamic, designed for atmospheric insertions exactly like this one, but Captain Na-Tharlawas
panfully well aware of the fact that there was aBolo waiting for him. Everything suggested that the Bolo
in question would be unable to engage his ship asit descended, but the fact that everything suggested that
would be very cold comfort if it turned out not to be accurate. At the moment, he missed the rest of
Admira Nalzhaaran's squadron more acutely than he had in many months, because they were supposed
to be there to offer supporting fire as he penetrated his objective's atmosphere.

On the other hand, he reflected as he watched his ship's skin temperature climb, our original
objective would have had orbital defenses worth worrying about, too. Which this target doesn't,
thanks to Lieutenant Sa-Chelak’s platoon.

He spared atiny corner of hisbrain to send asilent prayer winging to Sa-Chelak's family gods on the
lieutenant's behalf. It was dl he could afford to spare, and he returned histota attention to his
radar-mapping display as Death Descending screamed towards its selected landing Site at three times
the speed of sound.

* % %

More crimson lights glared on Edmund Hawthorne's damage control pand asthe intruders burned
their way through the blast doors. Those doors were intended to contain atmosphere, and to resist fairly
severe explosive damage, but they weren't exactly dabs of duralloy armor. No one had ever intended
them to serve as armored bulkheads capable of containing energy-weapon armed infantry for any length
of time, after dl.

The pattern of damage control reportstold him what objectives the Dog Boys had selected for
themselves, for dl the good it did him. They were headed for Engineering . . . and the Bridge.

Exactly where I'd be headed myself, he conceded coldly. Which isn't a great deal of comfort
just this moment.

At least hed managed to get al of his people armed, however barely, before their unwelcome visitors
arrived. And held managed to figure out how those visitors had gotten aboard his ship in the first place
once Master Chief Halberstadt had maneuvered one of Thermopylae's externa hull maintenance mechs
around to the area of the hull breaches.

A single Mdconian specia opsinsartion boat was mechanicaly grappled to Thermopylae's skin.
Hawthorne had never encountered one of the insertion boats, nor had anyone else in his ship's company,
but lona's memory had obediently disgorged more information than he could possibly use about them.
Thetwo really relevant facts, asfar as he was concerned, were, fird, that the insertion boats were pure
trangport vehicles, with no onboard armament. And, second, that they had a maximum capacity of
twenty, faling to only fifteen if the personnd aboard them were suited for vacuum ops. Which told him
that his twenty-two-person crew had the invaders outnumbered.

Except, of course, for the fact that we're scattered all over the ship. And that these are highly
trained special operations troops and we're Navy pukes. Not a Marine among us.

"Open Gamma-Seventeen, Jackson,” he said to the exec. "Let's get Mallory and histeam up hereto
the command deck before the Doggies get here. Theré's no point leaving them wherethey are, and |
want as much firepower as we can get on this side of the shin-bresker.”

"Aye, aye, dr," Lieutenant Lewis acknowledged. He unlocked the indicated blast door long enough
for the power tech petty officer to lead her three-person party through it, and Hawthorne tried to look
confident.

It wasn't easy. Given the peed at which the Dog Boys were moving, they'd get to Engineering at
least ten minutes before Jessica Stopford could get the powered armor up and running. And they'd get to
the Bridge deck agood minute before that. Mallory's people probably weren't going to make enough



difference when they got here, either. On the other hand, there was the shin-bresker. And despite their
rapid progress, it was unlikely, to say the least, that the Dog Boys knew about it.

He cons dered—agai n—informing Maneka about what was happening. And—again—decided
againg it. Whatever e se happened, the Puppies weren't getting his ship, even if they did manageto
knock Iona out before she blew the scuttling charges. Stopford had had time to rig a backup demalition
sequence of her own in Fusion One, and it was on adeadman'’s switch. If shetook her hand off that
button for any reason, her improvised arrangements would blow Thermopylae straight to Hell. So evenif
Hawthorne and his people lost the ship, the Me conians wouldn't get control of her, and since there
wasn't athing Maneka could do either way to affect the outcome aboard Thermopylae, there was no
pressing need to tell her about it until it was over. Which, in aworst-case scenario, the detonation of the
ship's main reactor would do quite effectively.

And in the meantime, she didn't need anything else to worry abott.

* * %

Death Descending'slanding pads hit the surface of the dien planet dmost precisely on schedule.

The transport's huge hatches gaped open, and thefirgt air cavary unitswere whining out of her upper
cargo decks dmost before the landing legs had stopped flexing and fully stabilized. Vehicle ramps
dammed down, and lightly armed and unarmored infantry carriers went grinding down them and raced
outward to the preliminary perimeter positions Generd Ka-Frahkan and Colonel Na-Salth had
presel ected.

Thefirgt of the medium combat mechsfollowed on their hedl's, and the massive heavy mechs
trembled astheir four-man crews brought their drivetrainsto full power.

* * %

Sergeant Mgor Na-Hanak had witnessed Lieutenant Sa-Chelak’s death.

There hadn't been anything he could do about it. Their preoperations briefing had considered the
possibility that the Humans would have armed smdll craft available, but theréd been no way to know for
certain whether or not they did. Nor had there been any way to neutrdize them before the insertion.

The good news was that the Humans appeared to have only avery few of them. Na-Hanak's sensors
could detect only two, in fact, and the specid ops troopers were extremely difficult to spot, even at such
closeranges. Lieutenant Sa-Chelak had been unlucky enough to bein exactly the wrong place a exactly
the wrong time, although just how unlucky that had actualy been was debatable, the sergeant mgjor
reflected. HEd known aswell asthe lieutenant that Sa-Chelak wasn't going to make it, and the officer's
death appeared to have attracted both of the Human cutters to the volume of space where he had died.

Which waswhat had given Na-Hanak and his three-man section the opportunity to reach the hull of
their own objective unmol ested.

Of course, there had been supposed to be eight of them, not four, and even then they would
probably have been grossy outnumbered by the Humans aboard this vessdl. But unlike those Humans,
his troopers were heavily armed and knew exactly what was happening.

He patted Private Ha-Tharmak on the shoulder, and she fired the breaching charge.

* % %

"They're down, Peter," Manekasimage said from the brigadier's com screen. "Almost exactly where
Lazarus projected.”

A scarlet icon blinked on the electronic map at Jeffords right elbow, and he frowned thoughtfully as
he sudied the display.

Landing was located on alarge, roughly triangular coastal plateau, bounded by the ocean to the east
and by atangled range of mountainsto the west. The final decision had been made by Adrian Agnelli, but
Jeffords knew Maneka had pushed strongly for this particular Site. The only suitable landing zonesfrom
which the plateau could be threatened—and which could be reached without exposing the landersto



Lazarus Helborefire from Landing—al lay on thefar side of the mountains, which created aformidable
defendve obstacle for armored units and infantry. Air cavary would be another matter, but Captain
Jessup's Whippets, combined with the air-defense systems which had been positioned as afirst priority
even before condruction on the city itsalf began, should have an excedllent fighting chance againgt the
couple of hundred air cav mounts of a Me conian heavy assault brigade, even without Lazarus presence,

What neither they nor Jeffords so-caled brigade had the chance of asnowflakein hdll against was
the rest of that assault brigade. Jeffords knew how hard his people had trained before the colony
expedition departed, and their actual combat equipment was far better than atypica militiaunit would
boast, even on one of the Core Worlds. They'd done their best to keep that training current on thelong
voyage here, too, but their opportunities had been srictly limited, and since their arrival, they'd al been
so swamped with the enormous task of creating anew home that there'd been no time to bring them
back up to their origind proficiency levels. And Jeffords was honest enough to admit that even at their
best, they'd never been up to the standards of the regular armed forces. They certainly weren't the equa
intraining or experience to the undoubtedly battle-hardened M conians who had cometo kill them.

From dug-in defensve positionsthey might be able to hold their own, at least against Dog Boy
infantry. In any sort of battle of maneuver, though, they would be hopelesdy outclassed and their
advantage in numberswould be virtualy meaningless.

The sole possible exception to that was Mgjor Mary Lou Atwater's Fourth Battalion. Atwater, one
of therelatively few combat veteransin the colony militia, had been aMarine sergeant who had retired
from active service eight years before the current war began. Sheld maintained her reserve status and
tried to go back on active duty when the shooting started, but the Concordiat had declined her offer.
Sheld had the poor judgment—as far as reupping was concerned—to become an expert in the field of
industria robotics, and she'd been too vauable in that capacity to put back in uniform. But that dual
capability of hers had made her ided for Operation Seed Corn. Sheld fought tooth and nail against
accepting acommission, evenin the militia, but shed giveninin the end. And sheld been fortunate enough
to have amogt the total personnel of her battalion assigned to the same transport . . . where she had
made hersdf immensaly unpopular by goading them through regular wegpons drill and the best
smulations she'd been able to cobble up on the trangport's € ectronic entertainment systems.

"What route do you think they'll take, Maneka?' Jeffords asked now.

"That depends on alot of factors," her image said camly. He knew she was actualy fused with the
Bolo's psychotronics, and he found himsalf wondering suddenly if shed bothered to change out of her
swimauit. It was an insane thing to be wasting mentd effort on a atimelikethis, and he knew it, but the
eectronicimagein front of him was negtly turned out in regulation uniform.

"We don't know how much they actudly know about our situation,” she continued. "If they redlize
just how old Lazarusis, they may decide in favor of abrute force approach and opt to take him on
frontally. In that case, they'd probably come down Route Alpha.”

A crimson line threaded itsway through the mountains, following the line of the river which thundered
over the bluffsinto the seato the south of Landing.

"The going is easiest coming that way, athough they're wide open to air attack, if we havethe
capability for it, and the terrain here and here—" stars blinked at two points along the length of the thread
"—would give both sdes excellent fidds of fire. We could begin picking them off with direct fire a over
fifty kilometers at ether of these points, but their Surturs could engage usin return. | doubt they're going
to want to give amodern Bolo ashot at them at that sort of range, but they could be foolish enough to try
it againgt an older modd like Lazarus. I'd redly like them to be, but I'm not going to plan oniit.

"If they follow either Route Bravo or Route Charlie," she went on, while two additiond threads came
dive, "theterrainisalot closer, which would let them use infantry and their lighter mechsto try to work
around our flanks without exposing their heavy armor to our fire at such extended ranges. Right now,
Lazarusis projecting aprobability of seventy-five percent for Route Charlie."



Theindicated route blinked on the display. Like the Alpha Route, it followed the line of ariver valey
which actualy merged with Alphaabout forty kilometerswest of Landing. For the most part, the going
was a least as good as for the Alpha Route, too, athough there was one stretch that passed through a
virtual gorge—anarrow, diff-waled, twisting gut of a passage where the larger Me conian mechswould
have no choice but to advancein singlefile.

"I hope that's not wishful thinking," Jeffords said.

"Bolos aren't subject to wishful thinking in enemy intention analyses," shereplied. "If it were me, the
maneuver opportunities would make it very tempting, too. On the other hand, | have to admit that | may
not be quite asimmuneto wishful thinking as Lazarusis, and I'd certainly prefer for them to come that
way."

Jeffords nodded, once again reflecting on how fortunate they were to have had Maneka Trevor in
military command. Her ingstence on mapping every possible approach route looked asif it was about to
pay off inahugeway.

Purely on the basis of the surface topography, Route Charlie would have to be attractive to the
Mélconians. It threaded its way through a series of passes broad enough to give scope for tactical
maneuvers and rough enough asingle Bolo would find it extremely difficult to prevent light unitsand
infantry from worming their way forward around its flanks. And while there were severd placesdong it
where adefendve force could make an effective stand, in every case except the gorge Jeffords had
aready noted, there were aternate approaches through flanking valeys. If Manekahad still commanded
apair of Bolos and had both of them on the ground, they could easily have blocked Route Charlie by
operating in support of one another. Asit was, Lazarus could engage an attacking column and bottleit up
temporarily at any one of those natura defensive positions, but except for the gorge section, there was
nowhere he could hold the entire force. And if helet them pin him in position, they would smply flow
around him through one of the alternate approaches.

But unlessthey had access to the deegp-scan radar mapping Maneka and Lazarus had carried out,
there were aspects of Route Charlie which might just come as anasty surprise to them.

"I haveto admit,” he said frankly, "that | was one of the people who thought you'd gone beyond
thorough to paranoid, Maneka. But now I'm beginning to wonder if you weren't clairvoyant, instead.”

"Hardly." Her mouth tightened and bitterness edged her voice. "If I'd been clairvoyant, Guthrie Chin
and Mickey would both be aive and this assault transport would have been blown out of space onits
way in. And even if they come down Charlie, we're still facing one hell of aforce disadvantage.”

"Agreed. But a least we can hurt them.”

"That's probably true enough,” Maneka conceded. "1n the meantime, I've decided it'stimeto saddle
up for Sidekick.”

"Agreed," Jeffords said again, steadily, although a part of him wanted to protest angrily. Fourth
Battalion was his most effective unit. If the Mel conians got past Lazarus, he was going to need Atwater's
men and women badly. But he didn't even consider voicing that concern because, bottom line, if the
Mé conians got past Lazarus with their forces anything like intact, Landing—and the entire colony—was
doomed. Soif sending Fourth Battalion out to support Lazarusimproved the Bolo's chance of stopping
the enemy short of Landing, there was no question of where Brigadier Peter Jeffords wanted those
troops employed.

"I'll have them moving aboard Lazarus pod within ten minutes," he assured hisyouthful commander's
image.

* * %

"That way."

Corpord Ka-Sharan pointed out across the huge compartment. The blast doors had dammed into
place, as held anticipated, but the compartment was so vast, and so crowded with industrid machinery,
that the chunks between the doors were big enough for an entire company to maneuver through, far less



his own four-man team. And before the doors closed, he'd had time for his suit's computersto read the
schematic the Humans had so kindly posted on the bulkheads. He knew exactly which way to go to get
to the command center, and on a platform thislarge and this heavily automated, any possible opposition
would have to be located there.

"Yes, Corpord,” Private Ta-Holar acknowledged, and readied his energy lance as he moved rapidly
but warily in the indicated direction. Ka-Sharan and the other two specia ops troopers stayed close
behind their point man, watching the flanks and rear. It looked asif they'd gotten in clean, Ka-Sharan
thought. That was good. And they had their demolition charge in case they needed it, too.

* * %

"They're out of Bravo-Seven," someone said tersaly, and Lauren nodded. The Dog Boyswere
moving faster than she'd hoped they could, and they'd burned their way through the first set of blast
doorswith what seemed absurd ease. A platoon from Captain Glenn Smyth-Mariano's company of
vacuum-trained militiawas on the way, but they were going to get here too late. At least Lauren had
gotten most of her people off in the lifeboats, so if the Puppies did have ademalition charge and popped
it off, they would kill only her and her command crew.

And, of course, fifteen percent of the colony'stotal industria capacity.

"There are only four of the bastards,” she heard hersalf say as she stared at the visua imagery from
IndiaMike Thregsinterna sensors. "Only four !"

"Sure," Alfred Tschu agreed. "But that's four of them with armor and heavy weapons. And weve got
zip aswegpons." He stared at his displaysfor several moments, then shook hishead. "Lauren, | think it's
timeto go, too," he said quietly.

"No! They've dtill got to crossdl of Bravo-Six and Bravo-Four before they can get herel” she
snapped, glaring at theimages of the Me conian intruders.

"Which isn't going to take them very long,” Tschu pointed out. "Y ou know that aswell as1 do.”

Lauren grunted, biting her lip hard. Unfortunately, Tschu was right. The sectors of the indudtrid
module were mostly big open spaces, without alot in theway of interna bulkheads. They had to be
because of the nature of the processes which went on inside them. They were wrapped around the
control room like the rings of an onion, but none of them was going to offer many barriersto the
oncoming boarders. And whether the Puppies knew it or not, they'd picked the worst possible line of
approach, from the humans perspective. The evacuation route from the control center to the lifeboats ran
right dong the back side of Bravo-Four. If they just kept coming, they would cut the watch-crew off
from escape before they ever reached the control center itsdlf.

"Any more word from Smyth-Mariano, Hannah?' she demanded.
"No." The communications tech sounded decidedly shaky, and Lauren didn't blame her abit.

"Wl contact him. Tdl him what's hgppening. And tdl him we've got maybe fifteen minutes before
they cut us off from the lifeboats.”

Thelast blast door before Thermopylae's command deck glowed briefly and dmost ingtantaneoudy
ydlow-white, then yielded with an explosive concussion as the Mée conian energy lance burned throughiit.
At least the ship's automated repair systems had managed to close up the hull breaches behind the
invaders. The atmospheric pressure dropped noticesbly, but it remained breathable, which was good,
since none of Hawthorne's bridge personnel had been given timeto get to their suit lockers before the
entire ship went into lock down.

Something arced through the opening and hit abulkhead with ametdlic rattle.

Hawthorne recognized the grenade instantly.

"Down!™ he barked, and flung himself flat behind the pedestd of his command couch an ingtant
before apair of dedgehammers seemed to impact smultaneoudly on either side of his head.



The concussion was degfening, and the flash which accompanied it blinded Lieutenant Lewis and
Petty Officer Mallory. But as Hawthorne had hoped—prayed—the Dog Boys were trying to take the
ship in operable condition, so they were relying on stun grenades. The cumulative effect of the Melconian
flash-bangs was devastating, but God had decided to grant them at least a couple of small favors, and
one of them wasthe "shin-breaker."

Like most of therest of his personnel, Hawthorne had spent more than afew minutes curaing the
yard workers who had overseen the extension of Number Three V ehicle Hold when Thermopylae was
refitted to increase her combat-loaded vehicle capacity. Thanksto their efforts, the access passage to the
command bridge took a sharp, right-angled dogleg, then climbed afour-step access |adder to clear the
upper edge of what had become the vehicle hold's aftermost bulkhead just short of the bridge hatch itsdlf.

That ladder, and the raised, shin-high lip of the access hatch (which, unlike the ladder, could have
been designed out), had tripped up every single member of the bridge crew at least once since coming
aboard. But it also provided ashalow, built-in grenade sump, and much of the effect of the flash-bang
was deflected from the bridge proper. What ought to have completely, if temporarily, incapacitated any
unprotected person exposed to the blast had "only" disoriented most of the defenders, instead.

Hawthorne fought doggedly againgt the grenade's effect. Hed known it was coming, done his best to
prepare himsdf for it ahead of time, and the additiond blast shadow of his command chair had hel ped,
but he still seemed to be moving in dow motion through atmosphere which had become a clinging syrup.
He saw hisown hands, asif they belonged to someone e se, twisting the safety lock on the boarding
grenade, pressing the arming button, and then lobbing it back out through the smoke-streaming hatch.

* % %

Captain Ka-Padyn dapped Sergeant Na-Rahmar on the shoulder, and the sergeant flung himself
forward through the breach that ought to lead directly to the transport's bridge. So far, the rough
schematic in Ka-Paldyn's suit computer had been gratifyingly accurate. Asaways, there were dight
discrepancies—even among the People, "ssterships’ often varied considerably, especidly in thelr interior
arrangements—but nothing Sgnificant.

Until now.

Private Ka-Morghas followed Na-Rahmar through the breach, power carbine ready to pick off the
stunned, helpless Human bridge crew, and Private Na-Laarhan was right on Ka-Morghas heelswhen
the grenade went off directly under their fest.

It wasn't a stunning weapon. It wasn't even a conventiond explosve. Instead, asmall, intensaly
powerful, superconductor capacitor-fed gravitic field propelled severd hundred flechettes outward in a
circular pattern at six thousand meters per second. They were small, those flechettes, but needle-tipped
and razor-edged. They punched through the Mel conians lightly-armored EW suits with contemptuous
ease, and all three of Ka-Paldyn'slead troopers were turned instantly into so much mangled mest.

* % %

A handful of the lethd flechettes howled back through the hatch into the bridge itsdlf. Fortunately, the
super-dense little missiles were so sharp and carried so much kinetic energy with them that they
half-buried themsdvesin the battle sted bulkheads instead of ricocheting. One of them didn't hit a
bulkhead, however. Instead, it struck Jackson Lewis as he still stood, dazed and pawing at his blinded
eyes, and his chest exploded under the impact. His body flew back, damming into the main visua
display, then did down, painting a broad bloody streak down the display.

Hawthorne swore vicioudy asthe exec went down, and again as two more of the errant flechettes
exploded through the communications console in a pectacular eruption of arcing circuitry, but there was
no time to think about that just now. His Sidearm wasin hisleft hand, covering the hatch. He was a poor
enough shot under any circumstances, and he figured his chances of actudly hitting anything left-handed
were about the same as his chance of becoming Emperor of the Known Universe, but hisright hand was
occupied with a second grenade, and hisright thumb was on the arming button.

* * %



Ka-Pa dyn guessed ingtantly what had happened. Unfortunately, there wasn't much he could do
about it.

He tossed aremote sensor through the breached blast door, but it only confirmed what he had
aready surmised, and he cursed under his breath. If the accursed ship's architecture had to depart from
the schematic, why had it had to be here, of al places? The merefact that anyone on the other side of
that blast door had been capable of offensive action at al had dready told him that whoever it was must
had been behind some very substantial cover which shouldn't have been there. Now, as he studied the
pam-sized display'simagery relayed from the remote, he recogni zed that there was no way for him or his
team to fire effectively around that sharp bend in the passage. The ruined blast door was just too far from
the turn in the corridor for anyone on Ka-Padyn's side of the door to get afiring angle up and through
the actua bridge hatch. But it was painfully obvious that there was nothing at al to prevent the bridge's
defendersfrom firing effectively on anyone attempting to force hisway through the hatch, around the
bend, and up that short ladder.

Ka-Padyn's mind worked furioudly, trying to find away around the problem. Ultimately, he knew, he
could bypass the hatch entirely by cutting hisway directly through the intervening bulkheads. But the
bulkheads were dmost as tough as the blast doors themselves, and there were more of them. They
would take longer to burn through, and his own assault group had exhausted most of its energy lances
getting to this point. Which didn't even consider the fact that he had absolutely no way of knowing what
critica control runs he might cut trying to pry open the bulkheads. That was aminor concern, tacticaly
speaking, but his specia opsforce didn't include anyone trained in Human engineering practices. Their
suits computers theoretically contained the information they would need to at least shut down the ship's
drives until someonefrom Death Descending could get here to take over. But if they cut or disabled
something critical to the management of the ship, none of them would have theleast ideahow tofix it.

"Jarth," he said over his suit communicator.
"Here," Lieutenant Jarth Ka-Holmar, First Platoon's commander, replied ingtantly.

"Problems at the bridge hatch,” Ka-Paldyn said. "The passage bends sharply. Theresno direct
approach, and the Human command crew obvioudy got to their weapons lockers before we boarded.
I'velost three people.”

"I copy,” KarHolmar said. "We haven't encountered any armed resistance yet, but I've got two
wounded, anyway."

"What? How?"

"The Humans are using the ship's repair mechs againgt us." Ka-Holmar couldn't quite keep the
frustrated anger out of hisvoice. "They took us by surprisethe first time, and Sergeant Ka-Y aru and
Private Na-Erask got hit by some sort of heavy-lift mech. KaYaru'sright arm and both of Na-Erask's
legs are broken. It was stupid, Sir. | should have seen it coming.”

"No plan survivesthe test of combat unchanged, Jarth,” Ka-Paldyn quoted, more philosophically
than hefdt. "Those are your only casudties?"

"Yes, sr. Now that we know what the Humans are up to, we're taking out the mechs before they can
reach us. Good thing, too. The last one they threw at usamost got Sa-Ithar with alaser cutting torch.
They aren't going to stop uswith thissort of silliness, sir, but they are dowing us down.”

"Understood. On the other hand, if that's the best they have to put up against you, maybe their
Engineering crew didn't have timeto draw regular wegpons, after dl.”

Ka-Paldyn thought again, considering his options. He wished fervently that he hadn't sent
Na-Rahmar through the blast door first. Hed gotten overconfident, he told himself bitterly. Thetota lack
of opposition to that point had convinced him the Humans were cowering helplesdy behind the ultimately
futile barrier of their blast doors, like unarmed meschu in ahunter'strap. And that conviction had led to
the sort of mistake overconfidence dways led to. Which was why he'd sent the person carrying hisown
assault team's demolition charge through the blast door to be killed.



Ka-Holmar ill had his fusion charge, so Na-Rahmar's desth wasn't catastrophic. Evenif they failed
to take the ship, they could till ensureits destruction. But it was undeniably frugtrating and humiliating to
have ssumbled like this after First Platoon's brilliant successin accuratdly projecting the Humans evasive
course maneuver and getting one of itsinsertion boats aboard in thefirst place.

"We can't move forward here without cutting through bulkheads, Jarth, and we've amost exhausted
our lances," he said. "How soon do you expect to have Engineering?”

"| can't say for certain, dr," Ka-Holmar replied honestly. "I expected to be there aready, but having
to shoot the ship's damned hardware has put us well behind schedule. I'd estimate another fifteen minutes
at our present rate of progress, but | can't guarantee that."

"Well," Ka-Padyn said with agrim chuckle, "it's not like they're going anywhere before you get there
to kill them, now isit? Go ahead. I'll hold here with the rest of my team until you secure Engineering. We
can & least shut down the drive from there, if we haveto. And if we can tie our suit computersinto the
ship'smain net, we can probably figure out how to shut down the environmenta services, aswdll. If they
don't want to let uscomein, well just shut off their air and see how they likethat."

"Undergtood, gr."

* % %

"Lauren, our guys aren't going to get here before the Dogs do,” Alfred Tschu said harshly. "Weve
got to go—now!"

"l know. | know!" Lauren felt her lips draw back in asnarl of frustrated hatred. Those bastards out
there were the same ones who'd killed Kuan Yin and eighty percent of her crew, and now they were
going to take India Mike Three away from her, too. And there was nothing she could do about—

"Wat!"

The word popped out of her as abruptly as apunch in the face, and Tschu paused, halfway out of his
gtation chair. He and Hannah Segovia darted alook at each other, then turned back to Lauren with wary
expressons.

"What isit?" Alf asked cautioudy.

"Look at them!" Lauren jabbed afinger at the visua display which showed the oncoming Me conians.
"There are only four of the bastards, and they're moving straight along the passages towards Control.”

"Y eah, there are only four of them,” he agreed. "But they've got guns, and we don't. And like you
say, they're headed straight thisway."

"Surethey are," she agreed, and her lips drew back in awolfish snarl. "But they're staying bunched
up and following the bulkhead markers. Don't you see? Either they can read Standard English, or else
their suit computers are trandating for them, but they're coming straight down the pike. Which meanswe
know where they're going to be when they cross Bravo-Four and head for the hatch, don't we."

"Well, yeah. . . ." hesaid dowly, but Lauren was no longer paying him any attention. She was busy
giving very careful very explicit ordersto theindustriad modules smpleminded Al.

* % %

"WElI finish boarding the battalion in another twenty minutes, maam,” Mgor Atwater told Maneka.
"Sorry we can't move any faster than that."

"Mgjor, thefact that you can squeeze your peopleinto the available space at dl isremarkable,”
Manekareplied, taking painsto keep even the smalest hint of frustration out of her tone. Atwater was
indeed doing remarkably well to be getting her people and their equipment aboard as quickly as shewas,
and Maneka knew her own observation about the available space was well taken. The automated depot,
coupled with Lazarus own bulk, had reduced the space which ought to have easily accommodated
Atwater's five hundred militiamen and women to claustrophobic dimensions. At least Maneka had
offloaded the depot's spare parts and as much of the rest of the pod's cargo as possible, but the space
reduction was gill severe. They were fortunate that the battalion's heavy weapons could fit aboard



standard heavy-lift cargo platforms. Five of them were tractor-locked to Lazarus missile deck and the
pod's flanks, which was gtrictly against The Book but let Maneka squeeze them aboard anyway.

What she wasn't going to be able to do was to deploy them in a proper combat drop. So she was
going to haveto get the pod onto the ground far enough out of range of the Me coniansto give Atwater
the time she would need to get her personnel deployed and her heavy weapons crews mated with their
equipment.

"Let me know as soon as we can sedl hatches, Mgor," she said.

"Affirmetive, maam.”

* * %

"Green board, maam!" Chief Harriman announced sharply.

"Thank God!" Lieutenant Jessica Stopford acknowledged, looking up from her own console, and
carefully entered the necessary code before removing her thumb from the salf-destruct button.

The Md conians had reached thefina blast door before Engineering itsdf, and she had just
committed her final distraction—a pair of cleaning machines—to dowing them down. By now, the Dog
Boys had adjusted to her tricks, and they blew the automated mops to bits amost casualy, but the delay
hed lasted just long enough.

"Up!" Endgn Y ounts announced, and Stopford looked over her shoulder at the ensgn.

At the Skipper'sing stence (which Stopford had thought was just alittle paranoid of him at the time),
everyone aboard Thermopylae had at least read the manuals on the powered armor. But Y ounts and
Chief Harriman, both of whom had served in direct support of the Marines before their current
assignment, were the only two members of the crew with anything approaching hands-on familiarity with
the equipment.

Now they walked their powered armor massively across the forward power room's decking. The
gandard Marine-issue armor gleamed like black ice under the overhead lighting, bulging and massive
with energy wesgpons and projectile guns.

"You're sureyou're ready?' Stopford asked. What she redlly wanted to ask was Are you sure you
know what the hell you're doing? but that was out of the question, of course.

"Oh, yeah, maam." Y ounts response scarcely represented proper military phraseology, but there
was no mistaking the anticipation in the young woman's voice.

"Timeto kick some Puppy assl" she added, and, despite hersalf, Stopford chuckled. Then she
sobered.

"Then gotoit, Endgn,” she said, and punched the button.

* * %

"Cleaning machines" Lieutenant Ka-Holmar said, shaking his head in exasperation.

"Yes, gr," hislead trooper said, obvioudy more than alittle embarrassed at having expended
ammunition on such an unworthy target.

"Wll, don't worry about it," Ka-Holmar reassured him after amoment. "Better safe than sorry. And
according to the schematic, we'refinaly here”

He clambered through the hole burned through the fina blast door. The standard-weight hatch to the
ship'sforward power room loomed before him—still closed, of course—and he exhaded in undeniable
relief. Like any Imperia soldier, Ka-Holmar was perfectly prepared to diefor the Peopleif that was
what the mission required, but he couldn't deny that he preferred the notion of surviving. Which made him
grateful that the demolition charge strapped to his back wasn't going to be required after al.

Heturned his head to address Sergeant Sa-Ithar.

* * %

Power Oné's hatch flicked open, and Y ounts and Harriman thundered through it in adeck-pounding



run.

Stopford watched the video feed relayed from Y ounts helmet sensors asthe pair of humans
suddenly erupted into the midst of the M e conian specia opstroopers.

It was not an equitable matchup.

The Meconian EW suits were designed for stealthiness. They carried some armor, but Ka-Holmar's
troopers were essentialy armed and equipped as light infantry. Marine powered armor, on the other
hand, wasn't particularly stedthy. What it was was engineered for close, brutal, heavy combat.

Ka-Holmar never had timeto redlize what had happened. One instant he was turning to address his
sergeant; the next atwo-centimeter, armor-mounted power rifle blew afist-sized hole right through the
fusion charge on his back and out through the front of his chest in an explosion of body fluids and
splintered bone.

Sergeant Sa-lthar screamed awarning to the rest of Ka-Holmar's assault team. That was all he had
timefor before astream of hypervel ocity flechettes from Chief Harriman'sarmor diced himin haf with al
of the neatness and finesse of achainsaw.

Fire streamed back at the two humans from the M e conians on the other side of the ruptured blast
door, but their heavy armor shrugged it effortlessdy aside, and they advanced through the hurricane of
projectiles and power gun fire like people wading upstream againgt a stiff current. They reached the blast
door, and Y ountsfired aburst of contact-fused grenades through the opening, then covered Harriman as
the chief petty officer gripped the broken duraloy pand in hisarmor's powered gauntlets and heaved like
afuson-powered Hercules.

The entire blast door panel wrenched out of its guides, and hetossed it aside as Y ounts went
sorming through the opening, killing anything that moved.

* % %
"Reedy to lift, maam!"

"Thank you, Mgor," the human portion of the Maneka/lLazarus fusion acknowledged, and the pod's
drivewhined asit rose smoothly into the air. It was heavily laden enough to be ponderous, but it
accelerated quickly and went streaking off towards the oncoming Mel conians.

* % %

"Herethey come," Tschu said harshly. Hisface was white and strained, and Lauren could dmost
physicaly fed hisdesire to be somewhere—anywhere—e se. But he and Hannah had both stuck with
her, and she smiled at them as reassuringly as she could as the Mée conian boarders approached the fina
hatch out of Bravo-Four.

They were dert, she saw. While their point moved right up to the door with his energy lance, the
othersformed a hollow semicircle around him, watching their back trail and scanning the silently looming
banks of machinery to either sde. But what none of them was doing, she noted with grim satisfaction,
was looking directly upward.

"Comeon," she murmured to them softly, willing them to obey her. "Come on. Just a little closer
together . . ."

Perhaps the force of her will worked. Or maybe she wasjust lucky. Even as she watched, the
perimeter drew in alittle closer to the point, asif hisfellows wanted to watch over his shoulder ashe
burned away the bulkhead around the hatch.

"Now!" Lauren barked to the Al, and the seventy-eight-ton tractor grab suspended from the
overhead carrier twenty-two meters directly above the approach to the hatch, in direct contravention of
every safety reg ever written, came smashing down like Juggernaut.

"Nameless Onestakethem dl!" Sergeant-Mgor Na-Hanak swore vicioudy as power riflefire
ripped suddenly into Private Cha-Thark.



The private flipped back without even a scream, diding across the deck with the total inertness of
death, and Na-Hanak's HUD blazed with abrupt scarlet icons as his sensors picked up the emission
sgnatures of the Human infantry spreading out ahead of him. There were a least twelve of the Humans,
and from their signatures, they were equipped with weapons at least as good as his own. There was no
way he and his single surviving trooper could hopeto defeat dl of them. And even if they could have,
what would be the point? If this many of the enemy were aready deployed to meet them thisfar from the
ship's control center, there must be others—many others—behind them.

Na-Hanak had lost the race to beat them to histarget. As, he admitted to himself at last, hed dways
anticipated that hewould. Still, they'd almost madeit . . . and they had destroyed their primary target.

Nor wasthat al they would accomplish, hetold himself grimly, and looked at Private Ha- Tharmak.

"It'stime," hetold her quietly. Shelooked back at him for perhaps two heartbests, then flipped her
earsin agreement. Therewasfear in her eyes, he saw, but not atrace of hesitation, and he hoped she
saw his pridein her when she looked into his own face.

"Good bye, Sergeant-Mgjor,” she said smply, and pressed the button.

6

"Both my armored battalions have cleared the ship, air,” Colonel Na-Lythan reported, and General
Ka-Frahkan flicked his ears sharply in gpproval.

"Good, Uran! Good!"

He watched the heavy armored units icons spreading out around the grounded transport on his
tactical plot. The medium mechsformed the outer perimeter, backed up by the heavies the Humans had
codenamed " Qurtur " Ka-Frahkan was no student of xenomythology, but hisintelligence briefing on the
Humans had told him the origin of the name, and he found it grimly appropriate as he watched the
massive, heavily armored giants grinding into position.

"The artillery battalion has dso cleared ship,” Colond Na-Sdth announced. Ka-Frahkan glanced at
him, and his executive officer looked up from his own display to meet hiseyes. "Mgor HaKahm has
aready designated his deployment positions, and his units are moving into them now. He reportsthat his
ar-defense batteries will be prepared to provide defengve fire within another six minutes.”

"Tel him I'm pleased, very pleased," Ka-Frahkan said, then turned his head as Captain Na-Tharla
stepped into the landing force command center.

"Y ou put us on the ground in one piece, Gizhan," the generd said quietly. "Thank you—from al my
people. Well takeit from here."

"I'm afraid you'll haveto, sir," Na-Tharlareplied with asigh. Ka-Frahkan cocked one ear
interrogatively, and the captain shrugged. "Assault transports are designed for this sort of operation, but
thisisabig ship for aimospheric maneuvers at the best of times, sir, and we put her down unusudly hard
and fast thistime. High-speed insertions are dways hard on the hardware. And Death Descending



wasn't exactly in perfect shape when we started the landing. We've stripped off enough array elementsto
cost usforty percent of our sensor capability; our main and secondary subspace arrays are both off-line
and look like they'll stay that way; and our main drive popped three of the aphacircuit bregkers on the
primary converter just aswe hit dirt. We can fix it—probably—»but not quickly. Not when weve
overgtrained the ship's systems for so long without proper maintenance or spares. I've got my people
working on it, of course, but | estimate that we'll need at least twelve hoursjust to patch up the drive, if
we're lucky. More probably, two or three timesthat long.”

"l see" KarFrahkan looked a Na Tharlagravely. The news wasn't exactly unexpected, but that
made it no less unwelcome. Ka-Frahkan's ops plan had emphasized the need to get Death Descending
back into space and well away from the Bolo's weapons as quickly as possible. Obvioudy, that wasn't
going to happen now.

"I'm sorry, Generd," Na-Tharlasaid quietly.

"Not your fault, Gizhan," Ka-Frahkan replied, equaly quietly, and reached out to squeeze the nava
officer's shoulder. "Wed never have gotten here in thefirst place without al the miracles you worked
aong theway," he continued. "And, frankly, | doubt your ship is going to be the Humans primary target.
Jesmahr and | intend to push their ground forces hard. That should keep them concentrated facing us,
well away from you. They may toss some missiles your way, but Mgor HaoKahm is already setting up
his air-defense batteries. I'll have him tie his sensor capability directly into your tactical net, aswell. That
will at least give your point defense systemns sharper eyesto ded with anything that comes at you and gets
through his batteries.

"Thank you, Sr."

"Pure sdfishness on my part, Gizhan," Ka-Frahkan said, flicking his earsin amusement. "Without
your ship, it would be along walk home!"

Na-Tharlas earstwitched in answering amusement, despite the worry lingering in hiseyes, and
Ka-Frahkan squeezed his shoulder again, then turned to his bank of communications displays.

"Mgor Na-Pahrthd," he said.
"Yes, gr!" theair cavary commander replied from his quadrant screen.
"I want one company of your cavalry mounts deployed in a standard landing zone perimeter pattern.

Ingtruct them to tieinto Death Descending's communications net, aswell as ours. | want any report from
them to reach Captain Na-Tharlaand his people the same ingtant it reaches us.”

"Yes, ar!" Na-Pahrthd said, sduting crisply, and Ka-Frahkan returned his attention to Colonel
Na-Lythan.

"Uran, start pushing your reconnaissance units out. Don't get too carried away until we've got
everyone off the ship and ready to deploy, but I don't want anyone sneaking up on uswithout being
spotted.”

"Yes gar.”

"Jesmatr.”

"Yes Sr?

"L et's get the reconnai ssance drones launched. They must have tracked us well enough to know
approximately where we planeted, and given the thoroughness their commander's shown al dong the
line, they must have surveyed the possible approach routes to their colony long ago. So concentrate on
sweeping not just our planned axis of advance, but al the otherswe've identified, aswell. Sweep
everything between usand their colony.”

"Yes gar.”
"Open hatch!" a sergeant announced. "Okay, people! Moveit! Moveit!"
Manekall.azarus watched through the assault pod'sinternd visua pickups as Fourth Battalion's



militiatroopers streamed out of its gaping hatches. Mgor Atwater had drilled them well, she/they thought
goprovingly. The militiamen and women showed plenty of anxiety and more than alittle fear, but no
confusion asthey deployed at adead run towards the positions marked on their individua HUDs.
Atwater—and Maneka—had selected individual troop positions for this particular blocking position
weeks ago, and the militiaand their heavy support wegpons were settling into them with gratifying speed.

"Five more minutesto clear the pod, Captain Trevor," Atwater reported formally. The vehiclesand
other equipment which had been grappled to the pod hull and Lazarus missile deck had aready been
un-grappled, and the Maneka component of her/their composite identity watched the heavy gear being
unloaded from its palets and rushed into pogition.

"Thank you, Mary Lou," she said over the com. "Please remind everyone to stay well clear of the
pod's safety perimeter.”

"Oh, I will—I will!" Atwater replied with acrooked grin. "Not that | expect it'sreally necessary.
Whatever | may tell 'em at drills, none of my people are really outright idiots"

"No, | imagine not,” Maneka agreed.

Themilitiacompleted their disembarkation in less than eighteen minutes, which—as ManekallLazarus
was fully aware—was astonishingly good time, amost as good as afrontline Marine battalion could have
hoped to accomplish. But the speed with which shefthey thought and reacted when they meshed through
the neura link made the delay seem eternd. At least, it did to the human portion of their fuson, aninner
corner of Manekas brain thought sardonically.

"Last man clear!" Atwater's executive officer announced.

"You'reclear tolift, Maneka," Atwater said. "Everybody's outside the drive perimeter.”

"Thank you," Manekareplied, as courteoudy asif her/their sensors hadn't already informed her of
that. "Lifting now."

The pod's drive howled as L azarus threw maximum emergency power to it and headed not west,
toward the Me conian transport, but south, away fromit.

* k%

"Sir, Colond NarLythan's advanced drones have located aforce of Human infantry directly on our
planned line of advance."

Ka-Frahkan looked up from the map console of the command vehicle moving away fromthelLZ at a
steedly fifty kilometers per hour and bared his caninesinirritation. Not that he was particularly surprised.

"Show me, Jesmahr,” he said, and Na-Sdlth quickly dumped the new datato asmall-scaleterrain
display at the genera’s elbow.

"Nameless Onestake them," Ka-Frahkan growled. "What demon iswhispering in their ears?"

Na-Salth made no reply to the obvioudy rhetoricd question. He and Ka-Frahkan sat Side by side,
studying the display, and the genera snorted in exasperation.

"I makeit at least one of their battalions," he said, trained eyes eva uating the data Sidebars with the
ease of long experience.

"l concur, Sir. But look here." Na-Salth indicated one of the sidebars. "They appear to be equipped
with their Marines powered armor, but their evident unit organization doesn't match.”

"No," Ka-Frahkan agreed. His ears shifted dowly and thoughtfully, and then he stabbed the display
with one clawed finger. "Thisisone of their militiabattalions" he said positively. "It'sfar better equipped
than their militiaought to be, but that'swhat it is. Look here. Their Marines use five-man fire teams, but
these appear to be organized into seven-man teams, and the total troop strength isamost forty percent
higher than aMarine battalion's ought to be. And look here, aswell." Heindicated the attached heavy
wegpons, most of which were dready well dug-in. "They have fewer antiarmor platoons than they ought
to, and this plasmarifle section hasfour riflesinit, not Sx. The numbersareright for their militia; it'sjust
the quality of the equipment that's different.”



"So we're not up againg first-line troops, sir,” Na-Salth mused.

"Maybe not, but don't underestimate them,” Ka-Frahkan said grimly. "L ook how quickly they've
aready deployed and dug themsdalvesin." His earswaved in agesture of negation. "No. These are militia,
perhaps, but they're well-trained militia Maybe even aswell asthose Namel ess-taken militiaunitswe hit
a TricidasWorld."

His earsflattened in grim memory of the twenty-seven percent casudties the brigade had taken in that
attack.

"Wedll, sr,” Na-Sdth replied, "we won that one, too."

"Well said," Ka-Frahkan acknowledged. " Still, it should remind us that Human militiacan bejust as
tough asther frontline units. And this militia has the weapons to be a nasty handful for Ka-Somad's
infantry.”

"But not for Uran'sarmor,” Na-Sdth pointed out.

"No," Ka-Frahkan agreed. "Of course, that's what their never-to-be-sufficiently-damned Bolo isfor,
intit?'

"Yes, dr," Na-Sath acknowledged, wrinkling his muzzle in an expression of sour agreement. Neither
of them chose to bring up the fact that the defenders of Tricia's World had not had Bolo support when
the brigade went in.

"But, speaking of the Bolo," Na-Sdth continued, "whereisit?'
"A wdl-taken question.”

Ka-Frahkan folded his hands behind him, rocking up and down on the balls of hisfeet while he
continued to gaze at the images relayed from Na-Lythan's drones.

"I suspect the Bolo isplaying trangport,” he said findly.
IISrI?I

"Thisisone of the spotsyou and | identified as a potentia bottleneck before we ever even landed,”
Ka-Frahkan reminded him. "It's on the shortest route from our LZ to their colony, and this—" he took
one hand from behind him and waved &t the terrain display "—is the one place where dl of the possible
lines of gpproach for all of the routes we've identified come together. This pass they're deployed inisthe
only way for our armored mechsto get through that particular stretch of mountains. And theterrain
alowsthe side with the shorter-ranged weapons to overcome much of its disadvantages, which makesit
an ided spot for infantry to confront armored units, if it has no choice but to confront them anyway."

Na-Sdth flicked hisearsin agreement. The longest line of Sight through the rugged, tumbling
mountains des on the approach to the Humans position was no more than five or Six kilometerslong.
That wasthe equivaent of knife-range, close enough, as Ka-Frahkan had just pointed out, to make even
infantry wegpons—especidly, he admitted sourly, Human infantry weapons—deadly againgt anything
but the most heavily armored vehicles.

"It's not the best position for a Bolo, though," Ka-Frahkan continued. "1ts Hellbore has a
considerably greater effective range than our own do, and however much we may hate to admit it, itsfire
control is much better. Coupled with its superior battle screen and armor, it should want to engage us at
the longest possble range, not somewhere where the terrain will let us get close enough for Uran's
mechs to even the odds through volume of fire."

"So why—7?" Na-Sdlth |eft the question hovering, and Ka-Frahkan snorted.

"They're building a blocking position, putting acork into the bottle, Jesmahr,” he said harshly. "These
militiaare there to backstop the Bolo. Look at it. It will take hours for our own mechsto reach that
position. Na-Pahrthd's air cavalry could get there much sooner, but the Humans aready have their antiair
defenseswell established, and their infantry weapons are cgpable of dedling with most of hisair cav
mounts. So they've been positioned a a point where they can block anything advancing towards their
colony in order to watch the back door while the Bolo maneuvers against us further west. It can useits



damned assault pod to position itself anywhere it wantsfor theinitia contact, and it will know the
blocking position behind it will stop anything that gets past it except our mechs.”

"| agree, ar," Na-Sdth said after amoment. "But in that case, where isthe Bolo?"

"Well, we know it isn't anywhere between us and the militia," Ka-Frahkan said. "While I'm prepared
to admit that the stealth capabilities built into the Bolos are d most as good as our own, no one could hide
afighting vehicle of that size from Uran's drones—not when he's flown the sort of saturation pattern he
has here. So the most logical thing for it to be doing is returning to the colony to pick up yet another
battalion of this accursedly well-equipped militiato further reinforce the position they've dready
established. It's got thetime, after dl. Even alowing for loading and unloading times a each end, its pod
can make the round-trip between the Human settlement and this point—" he indicated the display again
"—in lessthan aquarter of thetimeit will take even our most advanced ground unitsto reach it. And the
stronger the cork in the bottle becomes, the more tacticd flexibility the Bolo gainswhen it comestimefor

it to engage us"
"You may well beright, Sir. But doesthat redlly change our options?”

"No." Ka-Frahkan flattened hisears. "No, it doesn't. The only way to their colony isthrough that
blocking position, and aslong as we continue to advance towardsit, the Bolo will have to engage us
eventualy. When it does, it will hurt us—badly,” he admitted bleakly. "But that meanswell be ableto
hurt it, too."

"How do you want to proceed in the meantime, Sir?"
"Do we have thismilitialocaized wel enough for Mgor HaeKahm's missile batteriesto strike it?"

"Yes" Na-Sdth replied in adightly dubioustone. Ka-Frahkan looked aquestion at him, and the
colond grimaced. "We have the coordinates, but they've adready got the equivaent of three of our Mark
Twenty air-defense batteriesin place. Our chances of actudly getting one of Ha-Kahm's missiles through
their defenses wouldn't be very high. And we only have forty-five tubes between the three batteries.”

"Point taken," Ka-Frahkan grunted. "We don't have the ammunition to waste. And if the Bolo has
sensor platformsin apostion to track the missiles back to their launchers, it would pinpoint their
locationsfor its own counterbattery fire."

He shook himsdlf. He had to be getting old; otherwise he wouldn't have needed Na-Salth's tactful
reminder of something he knew so well. He set that thought aside while he considered other adternatives.

"Have Mgor Na-Pahrtha close with their position,” he decided finaly. "Tel him | don't want himto
get too closely engaged with them, but | want them harassed. Have Ka-Somal send his recon company
forward, aswell. | want those infantry scooters out in front of even Na-Lythan's reconnai ssance mechs.
That Bolo isgoing to turn up somewhere eventually—somewhere between us and that blocking position.
When it does, | want to know exactly whereit is."

* % %

<They are advancing aong Route Charlie> her/their Lazarus half observed dispassonately asthe
assault pod went screaming down another narrow valey a high Mach numbers and an dtitude of barely
fifty meters, and her/their Maneka haf agreed wordlessly.

<Do they know they're under observation?> her part of the fusion wondered.

<Insufficient data,> her/their Lazarus part replied, and Manekanodded as shelay in her crash
couch, eyes closed. Despite her agreement that shefthey had too little information to draw solid
conclusions, however, she suspected that the Dog Boys didn't have a clue they were being watched.
None of their recon parties had made any move to knock out the carefully concealed sensor remotes
with which she and Lazarus had seeded each of the identified possible attack routes. She hadn't
mentioned the fact that they were doing so to anyone at the time. Although everyone had been too palite
to actually say s0, sheld known some of the colony's leaders had thought she was sufficiently paranoid to
ingst on such detailed surveysin thefirst place. Explaining that she was planting hidden observation posts
al dong them at the same time would only have confirmed their suspicions.



But paranoid or not, it was paying major dividends now. She/they had no need to penetrate the
defended airpace above the advancing Me conian columns to keep them under observation, and
shelthey consdered her/their analysis of the threat.

The Enemy's order of battle wasthe"Book™ organization for aMe conian Heavy Assault Brigade:
one armored regiment, one infantry regiment, and an air cavalry regiment. There ought to be an attached
artillery support battdion, aswdll, dthough she'they had seen no sign of it yet. Andlysis suggested a
99.870-plus percent chance that it was digging in on top of the Puppy landing zone, exactly as Melconian
tactical doctrine decreed, which meant she/they would have to ded with it eventudly. But for now,
shelthey could concentrate on the Enemy's mobile forces.

The fastest and most maneuverable component of those forceswasthe air cavalry regiment: three
battalions of heavy, two-man mounts equipped with external missile and rocket pod racks and fitted with
atwin-gun "main battery” directly descended from old, pre-gpace rotary cannon. Those cannon had a
maximum rate of fire of over seven thousand rounds per minute per gun, or fourteen thousand for the
pair, but the mounts carried less than two minutesworth of ammunition at thet rate of fire.

The mountswere used primarily as scouts, using their look-down sensors—which were quite
competent, though not up to Concordiat standards—to sweep the rest of the brigade's line of advance.
Their norma weapons were useless againgt any armored vehicle heavier than an infantry transport, and,
despite their speed and agility, they were easy prey for antimissile and air defense systemsif they
exposed themsalves. They could be equipped with fusion weapons, which meant it was remotely possible
the Enemy might digpatch them on a strike against Landing, but the probability of their being ableto
penetrate Landing's fixed defenses was less than two percent.

In addition to the heavy mounts, the regiment had its own attached recon company, made up of one
hundred one-man mounts which were tiny, fragile, unarmed, capable of dash speeds at surprisingly high
Mach numbers, and extremely hard to detect. They were, infact, considerably stedlthier than the
Empire's unmanned recon platforms. That, coupled with the fact that the relatively limited capability of
Melconian cybernetics made it extremely useful to have atrained organic intelligence ng the
Stuation first hand, explained why they were so highly vaued by Puppy commanders.

Theinfantry regiment was composed of three battalions, each about twice the size of a Concordiat
militia battalion, mounted in ground-effect armored personnd carriers. The APCswerefadt, but fragile
compared to Concordiat equipment, and they were armed with relatively low-ve ocity, indirect fire
weapons rather than the light, direct-fire Hellbore armament the Concordiat's more heavily armored
APCsfavored. Its organic support weapons were a so very light compared to the Concordiat standard,
but they were vehicle-mounted, intended to fire on the move, which made them elusive targets. In
addition to its combat and support eements, the regiment included a reconnai ssance company equipped
with ahundred one-man grav scooters. The scooters were unarmed and unarmored, but they were very
fast, very maneuverable, and equipped with excellent stealth cagpahilities.

An Imperid Mé conian infantry regiment was an opponent to respect, but it would have posed little
threat to the colony's militiaaoneif not for the armored regiment. According to the intelligence reports
gtored in her/their memory, the Enemy had recently begun reorganizing some of hisarmored regiments,
emphasizing the direct-fire role even more heavily, but this one was organized on the older, origind basis.
It consisted of two armored battaions, each of three "fists'—three Qurturs, each with its assgned pair of
supporting Fenrises—for atotd of six heavy and twelve medium mechs between both battaions, plusa
recon company of twelve three-man Heimdalls.

One battalion was equipped with Surtur Alphas, 18,000-ton vehicles which were actudly twenty
percent more massive than aMark XX V111 Bolo, with amain battery of six 82-centimeter Hellbores (or,
rather, the less efficient Melconian version of that wegpon) in two triple, echeloned turrets. That was an
extraordinarily heavy battery, even for avehiclethe size of a Surtur, and their designers had paid for it by
mounting much less cgpable secondary armaments. The Surtur Alphas, for example, mounted a
secondary battery of fourteen heavy railguns, designed to fire both super-dense penetrators and a variety



of specia-purpose rounds, rather than the energy-weapon secondary armaments which had been a
feature of Bolo design ever ancethe Mark VII1. It gave the mech an awesome punch against infantry,
APCs, and dug-in ground targets, but it was effectively useless againgt a Bolo's antikinetic battle screen.

The armored regiment's second battalion, however, was equipped with Surtur Betas. Built on the
same chassis and power plant, and mounting the same main battery, the Beta deleted therailgun
secondary armament entirely in favor of amissile armament twenty-five percent heavier than aMark
XXVIII's. Its missiles were shorter-ranged than those in her/their launch cells, but they were very fast and
had excellent penetration aids. They would have difficulty penetrating Bolo antimissile defenses with
anything short of tota saturation, but if they could get into range of Landing when shefthey were unableto
cover the colony, asingle Surtur Beta could easily wipe out the entire settlement and everyoneinit.

Both Surtur typeswere lavishly equipped with antimissile defenses of their own. Indeed, they had
been upgraded significantly in the face of the Concordiat missle threat snce the sart of the war.

The Fenrises assigned to each battalion wereidenticd: nine thousand tons, with asingle
38-centimeter Hellbore-equivaent main weapon, and eight scaled-down railguns for secondary
armament. That was alight direct-fire armament, but they were proportionately aswell equipped for
antimissile and air-defense, and they used much of their tonnage for a support armament of very
short-ranged, extremdy fast missiles. Tactically, the Fenris was intended to probe ahead asthefist
advanced, and then to fall back and lay down saturation firein support of the Surturs asthe heavies
closed. Once close combat wasjoined, the Fenris' job wasto cover the heavies flankswhile
smultaneously maneuvering around their opponents flanks and rear, aswell.

The Heimdalls were even lighter than the Fenrises, barely three thousand tons, and equipped only
with light antimissile defenses and asingle main battery turret mounting apair of the lighter raillguns. They
were, however, ground-effect vehicles, not tracked like their heavier consorts. That made them extremely
fast—faster even than a Bolo—and allowed them to negotiate terrain very few other armored units could
cross. They were equipped with the best sensor systems the Mel conian Empire had, and they were
rdatively stedthy, aswell, though not nearly so hard to spot asthe infantry's recon scooters.

Leaving the Heimdalls out of the equation, sSince their combat vaue againgt aBolo was negligible,
shelthey were outnumbered by 18-to-1, although the tonnage differential wasn't quite that bad—only
14.4-to-1—thanksto the Fenrises' smaler size. Those were daunting odds, and she'they were going to
haveto fight smart even by Bolo standards. In a stand-up dugging match against the Surturs' combined
thirty-six Hellbores, she/they would be quickly destroyed, despite her/their far superior battle screen and
thicker and tougher armor. Buit for dl their massive firepower, the Enemy mechs suffered from one huge
disadvantage; they were manned unitswhose Al support was extremely limited. They were dow
compared to any Bolo . . . and old as Lazarus was, his psychotronics had been heavily refitted when he
was reactivated. He was more lightly armed than later-mark Bolos, but he thought—and reacted—just
asquickly ashisyounger brothers and ssters.

That was going to have to be enough, her/their Maneka hdf thought in the small corner of her mind
which remained outside the link. That, and the surveys shefthey had carried out and the carefully planted
sensor net which was | etting her/them observe the Enemy directly without expending recon dronesjust
looking for him. And, shefthey devoutly hoped, lulling the Puppiesinto asense of false security when
none of those airborne sensor platforms"found” them. Shefthey weren't about to rely on that, but it would
be niceif the Puppies hadn't twigged to the sensor net's presence.

Thoughts of what the M conians might or might not know turned her/their attention to the grounded
transport. That transport had to be neutralized. At the moment, Thermopylae's assault pod gave
her/them the mobility advantage. But sooner or later, shelthey were going to have to engage the Enemy.
Once they undocked from the pod, redocking would be out of the question. It would take too long, and
she'they would be unable to maneuver, too vulnerable to enemy fire, to spend the time to board it once
more. For that matter, without her/them mounted on the pod, it would have neither the active defenses
nor the eectronic warfare capability to penetrate the enemy's combat envel ope to reach her/them, in the



first place. No. Once shelthey detached from the pod, she/they would be unable to useit further until the
battle was decided, one way or the other. And if the Me conian combat mechs managed to pin her/them
down while ahaf-dozen Fenrises fell back to the transport and used its mobility to launch afronta
assault on Landing while she/they were too far away to intervene, it would be disastrous. And,
unfortunately, the transport had not been obliging enough to park itself in one of the areas covered by
her/their previoudy planted remotes. Shelthey knew approximately where it had to be, but
"gpproximatey" wasn't good enough for the precision shelthey required.

<In position,> her/their Lazarus component reported.
<Concur. Launch,> her/their Maneka component replied.

The pod dowed abruptly initsfrenzied terrain-following flight. Missile hatches opened, and adozen
ar-breathing cruise missiles launched. They configured their variable-geometry wingswell forward for
subsonic flight and arced away from the Bolo. They circled well to the east of her/their current position,
dropped to a nap-of-the-earth dtitude of barely twenty meters, and skimmed off on their attack mission,
accompanied by no less than three extraordinarily stedthy reconnaissance platforms, while shefthey
angled Hill farther to the west before swinging back onto a more northerly heading.

* % %

Captain Na-Tharlatried not to fret too visbly as he prowled restlesdy around Death Descending's
bridge. The repairs were going as quickly as he could have hoped, under the circumstances, but that
made him fedl no less vulnerable. There was a Bolo out there, somewhere, and so far, General
KaFrahkan's brigade had failed to pick up even ahint of its position. That wasn't calculated to reassure
the commander of an immobilized transport.

Hislipswrinkled back from his caninesin abitterly amused challenge grin. Reassure! There hadn't
been amoment since Admira Na-lzhaaran chose to attack this accursed Human convoy in thefirst place
that Na-Tharla had felt remotely like anything which could have been cdled "reassurance.” And at this
particular moment—

"Missletrace!" His head snapped around as the voice spoke abruptly from the communications
section. "Air cav look-down radar reports missilesinbound, bearing zero-niner-three, atitude
three-zero-zero, course two-seven-three true at three-zero-one-zero!™

Thered, glaring icons of incoming missiles blazed suddenly in histactica plot, and he snarled
vicioudy as he watched them suddenly accelerate to afar higher velocity.

* % %

Shelthey watched through the accompanying drones as the missiles attack programs reacted to the
lash of the Enemy'sradar. Their stubby wings configured smoothly back and their turbines howled as
they accelerated abruptly to better than Mach 5. The drones could have kept pace easily enough, but
only if they'd dropped out of stedlth, and she/they had no intention of alowing those platformsto be
detected and destroyed. So instead, the drones dropped behind, spreading out like encircling arms,
passive sensorslistening intently to the Me conians emissions, while the missiles ran away from them and
scorched straight in on the Me conian landing zone.

Active sensors and targeting systems from the transport and the ground-based air-defense systems
joined the air cav radar lashing at the missiles, battling their onboard EW systems, fighting to lock them
up for defengvefire. Those missiles carried high-kiloton-range fusion warheads; if even one of them got
through, the transport would be permanently crippled, even if it was by some miracle not destroyed
outright. But the odds of any of them penetrating the M e conian defenses were dight. Which was
perfectly dl right with her/them.

Countermissiles launched, shrieking out to seek and destroy the attacking birds. Half of her/their
missileswere intercepted and destroyed, but the other half only accelerated to Mach 7 asthe
observations of the accompanying dronesrefined their targeting data and they came onto their final attack
profiles.



The cruise missiles reached the final ridge line between them and their targets. They pitched upward,
popping up over the ridge as they must to reach their destination, and the ground-defense lasers and
antiarmor Hellbores were waiting. Beamed energy struck at the speed of light, vicioudly accurate despite
the missiles eectronic warfare capabilities and penetration aids, and she/they watched as every single
one of her/their attack missiles was destroyed harmlesdy, far short of their targets.

* % %

NaTharlafdt thejolting shock of relief like apunch in the belly asthe incoming missiles vanished
from his plot asif they had been no more than abad dream.

Lord of the Nameless, hethought shakily. | can't believe it. We stopped them—we stopped them!
How—?

He shook himsdlf, then cagtigated his own sense of shocked, joyous astonishment. Ka-Frahkan had
been right al along. However good the Humans technology might be, they weren't gods. They could be
stopped, defeated, and he felt dmost ashamed at the redlization that he hadn't really believed that, not
deep down insde. But they had been, and if their missiles could be stopped that easily here—

* % %

Shelthey completed her/their analysis.

It was a smple enough exercise, given the wedlth of data her/their unnoticed reconnai ssance
platforms had amassed. The locations of the active sensors and wegpon emplacements which had
tracked and engaged her/their missiles had been plotted to within the nearest Six centimeters. The
perimeter air cav mounts had been detected, counted, and localized. Emissions signatures had been
recorded, identified, and andyzed. Standard M el conian defensive dispositions had been extracted from
memory, overlaid across the positive data points she/they had plotted, compared and eval uated,
extrapolated in hyper-heuristic mode. Shelthey knew, beyond any shadow of a doubt, precisely where
every sensor station, every weapon emplacement, was located, and what those weapons and sensors
capabilitieswere.

And shefthey dso knew that in thisingtant, every Me conian within that perimeter was till looking to
the eadt, the direction from which the missile attack had come.

Which waswhy her/their pod abruptly popped up over amountaintop ninety-seven kilometers west
of the Mdconian landing zone.

* * %

"New target!" avoice shouted. "New target at two-two-one, alti—"

The voice never completed itswarning. There wasn't time. The range was under a hundred
kilometers, which might aswell have been ahundred centi metersfor the targeting systems of aMark
XXVIII Bolo.

* * *

"Contact! " someone screamed over the company net, and Captain Ithkar Na-Torsah's blood ran
suddenly cold asthe icon Smply appeared on hisdisplay.

His company of air cavaly was deployed in acircle ahundred and three kilometers across, centered
onthe LZ and Death Descending. That was the standard deployment for this sort of Situation, aslaid
down by Regs, and it made sensein terrain thisrough. There were too many folds and narrow valleys,
too many dots through which an enemy could creep into attack range undetected if the pickets were
spread too thinly to keep them al under observation.

But thistime the perimeter had been too narrow, he redlized in the moments he had |eft. The
blood-red icon strobing vicioudy on histhree-man command mount's display was over forty-five
kilometers outside his perimeter. It was screaming towards him at dmost Mach 4, and it had used that
same tumbled terrain with deadly skill to evade detection until it wastoo late.,

He keyed his com to bark orders he knew would be usaless, but he never got the chance before the
Bolo'sinfinite repeaters began to fire. The ten-centimeter ion bolts shrieked across the vanishing gap



between it and Na-Torsah's fragile mounts, and fireballs bloomed like hideous roses with hearts of flame.
He watched the flowers blassoming, reaching for his own mount with dreadful, methodical speed.

* * *

Thelast Enemy air cav mount on her/their side of the perimeter vanished in aspit of flame, and
her/their Hellbore fired once.

A battering ram of incandescent fury dammed into the Me conian trangport. It waslike striking an
egg with abattle-ax. The blast of directed fusion ripped straight into the big ship'sheart . . . and its
antimatter reactor.

There was no need to fire at anything el se within the LZ's perimeter, and she/they dove the pod into a
narrow valey at adangeroudy high veocity, driving hard to get a solid mountaing de between her/them
and the atmosphere-transmitted blast front ripping out from the sun-bright boil which had once been an
intergtelar ship.

* * %

Thedask Ka-Frahkan stared in disbelieving shock at the communicator display which had abruptly
gone blank.

| told him I'd keep the Humans too busy to come after him. | told himthat . . . and | was
wrong.

Blesk guilt hammered through him asthe redlity of Na-Tharlas death dammed home. Almost two
hundred of hisown artillerists had died with Death Descending and her crew, but it was Na-Tharlas
face Ka-Frahkan saw before him. The face of the nava officer who had never questioned, who'd
performed hisdaily miraclesfor so many endless months just to get them here.

Who had become Thedask Ka-Frahkhan's friend.
"Sir," Colond Na-Sdlth said shakenly, "what—"

"It changes nothing,” Ka-Frahkan said harshly. Na-Salth looked & him, and the general showed his
canines. "Weve logt our reserve ammunition, our spare parts, and our maintenance facilities,” he
continued, "and we no longer have astarship of our own. But the Humans are still here, till waiting for us
to kill them. And their indudtrid facilities are sill here to support us after we do.”

"Yes, ar. Of course,” Na-Sdlth said after amoment, with just a bit less assurance than Ka-Frahkan
would have preferred.

"It'smy fault,” Ka-Frahkan admitted unflinchingly to his second-in-command. Na-Salth's ears moved
in an expression of polite disagreement, and Ka-Frahkan snorted bitterly. "We outnumber this Bolo by
sgx-to-onein heavy mechs, alone. | ought to have left at least onefist behind to provide additional
security.”

"Sir, | completely agreed with the logic of your deployments.”

"Then we were both wrong, weren't we?' Ka-Frahkan said with mordant humor. Na-Salth started to
say something more, but the general cut him off with the wave of ahand. "Protecting your line of retreet is
fundamental to sound tactics, Jesmahr. Admittedly, thisisaspecia circumstance—literdly, ado-or-die,
all-costs operation—but | ill should have taken more precautionsthan | did. | think part of it may have
been how well aware| was of dl of Death Descending's serviceability problems. | didn't think about the
fact that the Humans wouldn't have that information. They had to assumethe ship was il fully
operationa. And if I'd considered that, | might have been ableto at least use her asbait in atrap. In that
case, her loss might actualy have accomplished something. Asitis—"

He shrugged, his expression bitter, and Na-Salth's ears flicked in an expression of agreement. Or
acknowledgment, at least, Ka-Frahkan thought. Na-Salth was being kinder to him than he deserved,
continuing to extend him the benefit of the doulbt.

The genera turned to his senior communications tech.

"Still no word from Captain Ka-Paldyn?' he asked quietly.



"None, sr. Not since hisinitial subspace flash that held succeeded in boarding the target.” The
noncommissioned officer looked up a his CO. "Still, sr, Death Descending did lose both her primary
and secondary subspace arrays during the insertion maneuvers,” he reminded Ka-Frahkan respectfully.
"Captain Ka-Paldyn couldn't know that, so he may till be sending reports via subspace. In which case,
we couldn't receive them anyway."

"Thank you, Sergeant," Ka-Frahkan said, and turned back to histactica displays.

The sergeant was correct, of course. . . even if he was one more well-meaning subordinate doing his
level best to keep the Old Man from worrying. But the cold ache in Ka-Frahkan's belly wouldn't go
away. The continued silence from Ka-Paldyn weighed upon his soul dmost as heavily as the destruction
of Death Descending. He'd never had much hope that the inner-system specia ops teams would
manage to saize very many of the Human starships. But with both Death Descending and the surviving
Human Bolo transport in his possession, he would have been well-placed to run down and capture those
same starships after defeating the Bolo. Now it was beginning to look asif he would have neither of
them, and without them, hefelt his chances of gaining long-term control of the star syssem and placing a
colony of the People here dipping through his claws like grains of sand.

None of which means the Humans will retain it, hethought grimly. We can till insure that much,
at least, and that was the primary mission all along.
"Sir," Na-Salth said quietly. "Weve located the Bolo."

* % %

Magor Beryak Na-Pahrtha's three-man command mount swerved wildly, sde-dipping to placea
solid flank of mountainous rock between it and the nightmare demon which had suddenly come
screaming down from above him to sweep through hislead battalion, thundering degth asit came.

Na-Pahrthal had never personally encountered a Bolo transport pod. Although held been with the
Brigade a Tricias World, they'd faced no Bolos there. And none of the combat reports he'd reviewed,
none of the amulations hed worked through in training, had ever pitted air cavary mounts against aBolo
docked with its pod. Even if it had not been saf-evident suicide for air cav to engage aBolo under any
circumstances, Bolos never fought from their pods. By the time they joined combat against the People,
they were on the ground, where they belonged . . . and where asingle lucky shot that brought down a
transport pod could not aso destroy an entire Bolo.

But this Bolo didn't seem aware of that, and the sheer speed of its pod—the preposteroudy agile
maneuvers something that size could perform this close to the ground—far exceeded anything
Na-Pahrtha would have beieved possible. It screamed straight through Second Company, infinite
repeaters flaming, and Captain Y a-Fahln's mounts vanished like grain before the regper under that deadly
thunder of ion bolts.

"Fal back!" Na-Pahrthal barked over the regimental command net as his own pilot went
sde-dipping and swerving back to the west, using every evasive maneuver he could think of. "Get
clear—fd| back on the armored regiment!"

A handful of frantic acknowledgments came back from First Company and Third Company. There
was only silence on the Second Company net.

* % %

She'they watched with the matching yet very different ferocities of her/their organic and psychotronic
halves as shefthey diced through the advanced screen of the air cavary which had been harassing Fourth
Bataion.

Manekaremembered the day, back on the planet of Santa Cruz, when she and Benjy had goneto
thefiring range for thefirgt time and sheld truly recognized the staggering firepower she controlled as
Benjy's commander. Sheld thought then that nothing could ever make her more aware of the deadly
power of aBolo, but she'd been wrong. Today, she didn't smply "command” Lazarus. She was Lazarus.
Thelethdly accurate ion boltsripping from her/ther infinite repesters were hers, just asmuch ashis. It



wasasif shesamply had to "look™ at one of the Dog Boy air cav mounts and imagine that deek, speedy
vehicle's destruction to seeit vanish in ateardrop of plunging flame. It was that quick, that accurate. . .
that deadly.

Only eleven of the sixty mountsin the Puppies lead battalion survived long enough to fire back, and
her/their battle screen handled their pathetic attacks with contemptuous ease. Another seven mounts
were picked off by return fire, but four managed to break and run quickly enough to evade her/their fire
and escape. Shefthey spent almost .0007 seconds considering whether or not to pursue them, but that
was never truly an option. She/they needed to get onto the ground and get the pod out of the combat
zone before any of the heavier Me conian unitsgot ashot &t it.

<Beside Mary Lou's CP,> her/their Maneka half directed. <L et's not squash her toes.>

<I| shall endeavor to park the car with a modicum of competence,> her/their Lazarus haf responded
dryly.

Magor Mary Lou Atwater watched the assault pod come whining quietly in. The plumes of funera
pyre smoke from an entire battalion of Puppy air cavary billowed skyward behind it, and the mgjor
watched them risng with fierce satisfaction. Those ar cavarymen hadn't posed that serious athresat to
her position, and her people had been well dug-in by the time they arrived. But they'd still managed to kill
two of her perimeter pickets with their light wegpons. If they'd continued to close, her air-defense teams
would have taught them the error of their ways, but the Bolo's murderoudy efficient arrival had been a
thing of beauty for any ground-pounder.

The massive assault pod touched down with the delicacy of a soap bubble. The clear space shed | eft
beside her CPwas at |east twice as big as it had needed to be, she observed. Well, better safe than
sorry.

"Glad to see you back," she said over her battle armor's com.

"I'm afraid we can't say," Maneka Trevor'svoice replied. Atwater till wasn't fully accustomed to the
eerie note of almost detached calm she seemed to hear in it. Maybe it was just her imagination, shetold
hersdf again. And maybe it wasn't. After dl, Maneka was linked with the Bolo's Al in acomplete mental
fuson.

"l know," the militiaofficer replied.

"Any wounded to send back?"

"No." Atwater grimaced. "I've got two KIA, but no wounded yet."

"l see." The human voice of the humar/Bolo looming over her likeaduraloy diff paused for a
moment. Then it continued. "In that case, well be moving out to deploy as planned. Keep your heads
down."

"Well try," Atwater assured her . . . or them, or whatever.
She stood back, and the pod wafted lightly back into the air once more.

* % %

Private KarshaNa-Varsk began to breathe once again as the Bolo and its pod disappeared to the
west. He could hardly believe that it had failed to detect him, despite dl of the stedlth features designed
into his one-man reconna ssance mount.

The smdl vehicle, lessthan an insect compared to the firepower of the gargantuan Bolo, lay as
well-conced ed as he had been able to contrive between amassive boulder and an overhanging,
erosion-dashed dliff face. Na-Varsk himsdf was over two hundred meters from his mount, hidden under
the thermal blanket's radar-absorbent, reactive camouflage materia. That blanket was aso supposed to
conceal low and medium-powered el ectronics emissions, but Na-Varsk had aways cherished afew
persond reservations about its efficacy in that regard. Which was why, except for his communicator and
power rifle, every item of eectronic equipment had been switched off, and his com was st to



receive-only. Hewas as closeto invisible as it was possible for someone to become, and he raised his
old-fashioned, pure-optic binocularsto study the Human infantry position below him once again.

It really was a perfect observation position, he thought with grim humor. He could see every detail of
the Humans deployment, count individual Human troopers and weapons positions. And, unlike the
remote reconnai ssance drones, he radiated no betraying flight signaturesto give away hislocation. Hed
thought Mg or Na-Pahrtha was being over-cautious to deploy him for this grounded reconnaissance
assignment, but it appeared the mgjor had known what he was doing, after al. Perhaps that waswhy he
wasamgjor, while NaVarsk . . . wasn't.

Unfortunately, there wasn't agreat deal that Na-Varsk could do with his perfect position at the
moment. Oh, he might have picked off two or three of the Humans before they spotted him, dthough
given the quaity of Human powered armor, getting through it with amere power rifle at thisrange would
have been problematica. But killing asuch asmall handful of the enemy would have accomplished
nothing. Besides, Na-Varsk was atrained scout, firmly imbued with the understanding that apair of eyes
and acom congtituted afar more deadly weapon than any rifle.

Of course, he couldn't use that com without risking giving away his position, but Mgor Na-Pahrthal
knew he was here. When the time came to attack the Human position in earnest, the mgjor would be
back in touch.

In the meantime, Na-V arsk occupied himself making sure his count of the enemy was complete.

7

"l am getting just a bit tired of thisBolo's. . . unconventionality,” Thedask Ka-Frahkhan said with
massive restraint as he and Colond Na-Salth watched theicons of Mgor Na-Pahrthal's air cavary
regiment falling rapidly back upon the main force.

"l undergtand, sir,” Na-Sdth replied. "Still, these are only the opening steps of the dance. We aready
knew the Humans military commander plans carefully and rationaly. Surdly it's hardly surprising that with
the advantage of careful reconnaissance over a period of months he was able to predict our most
probable axis of approach. And he obvioudy spent that same time considering his own opening movesin
the event of an attack."

"Of course," Ka-Frahkan said just abit impatiently. "But | don't like thisfellow's operationd . . .
flexibility. He appears to be unfortunately gifted at what the Humans cdl ‘thinking outside the box.' He
should never have been prepared to risk bringing the Bolo into range of HaeKahm's air-defense systems
and antitank batterieswhile it was fill mated to its pod.” The generd's earsflattened. "One hit,
Jesmahr—just one hit by one of Ha-Kahm's Hellbores—on that pod, and he could have lost pod and
Bolo dike. But he chose to take the chance, and then he used the pod's mobility to effectively ambush
Na-Pahrtha."

"| agreethat he gppearsto be moreinnovative than | might wish, sir,” Na-Salth agreed. "But even
though theloss of Death Descending and our artillery support can't be considered anything other than a



major blow, the losses Mg or Na-Pahrthal has suffered, while painful, scarcely condtitute a significant
reduction of our overall combat power. And, if I might be so bold asto point this out, Sr, whatever he
may have doneto us so far palesto insgnificance compared to what you managed to do to him by
destroying his second Bolo beforeit was ever ableto fireasingle shot.”

"Umph," Ka-Frahkan grunted, but he had to admit Na-Salth had a point. In every way that mattered
asfar asthe accomplishment of his primary mission was concerned, the destruction of the second Bolo
transport trumped the destruction of Na-Tharlas ship. There was the minor consideration that without
Death Descending, the chance of any of his people ever getting home—or even surviving onthisdien
world—were dim, to say the very best. But even with the inferior individua capabilities of the Empirée's
heavy mechs, the 3172nd had an effective two-to-one advantage in combat power, thanksto the
destruction of the second Bolo.

"Y ou're probably right about the actud |oss of combat strength, Jesmahr,” he said after amoment. "'In
terms of hardware and firepower, at least. But don't forget the psychologica aspect of it. Our people
dtarted out with the momentum on their side, knowing we'd taken out the other Bolo and gotten down
without being intercepted. Now, though . . . Now the Humans have scored twice in arow, and gottenin
and out cleanly both times, without taking so much as a scratch asfar as we know. Do you think that isn't
going to have animpact?

Na-Sdth looked at him, then flipped his earsin acknowledgment of Ka-Frahkan's point.

"I'm not saying | expect their morale to crumble like sand, Jesmahr," Ka-Frahkan continued. "But
what's happened is going to have an effect, at least until we land afew punches of our own. Our people
aregoing to fed asif the momentum may be shifting to the Humans, and | wish | didn't suspect that
whoever isdirecting their tactics had planned on cresting exactly that effect from the beginning.”

* * *

The assault pod landed over ninety kilometers west-northwest of Fourth Battalion. ManekallLazarus
unlocked her/their tracks and rumbled clear of the pod, then activated its autopilot and sent it scudding
back towards Landing.

Her/their Maneka component watched through her/their sensors as the pod disappeared and felt an
undeniable surge of relief. Shelthey hated giving up the mobility advantage the pod had conferred, but
shelthey were smply too vulnerablein the air. And the pod was far too vauable—especialy after the
destruction of the full-capability Bolo depot aboard Stalingrad. It wasinconceivable that shelthey
weren't going to take damage in the rapidly approaching battle. Indeed, the odds were no more than
even that shefthey would survive at al, despite dl of her/their prebattle planning. If shelthey did survive,
however, the services of the automated depot in that pod, however limited, were going to be sorely
needed.

She'they would truly have preferred to move directly, without delay, to this position after engaging
the Melconian air cavary. But if Mgor Atwater's militia had suffered casudties, the pod would have
been the only way to get them back to the medical facilities of Landing, and her/their plans had dways
envisioned medevacing any wounded. Of course, there hadn't been any "wounded" thistime, her/their
Maneka half thought grimly. She was hugely relieved that Fourth Battalion's losses had been so light this
far, but that didn't make the fact that two of Atwater's people were already dead any less painful. And
the two people Fourth had dready lost were probably far from the only casudtiesthe militiawere going
to take, however well therest of her/their plansworked out.

ManekallLazarus put that very human concern aside, pivoted on her/their tracks, and headed il
further west. Three exquisitely stealthed M e conian recon drones hovered above her/them, watching
carefully, and shelthey pretended—equally carefully—not to know they were there.

* % %

"Now what isthe accursed thing doing?' Colond Uran Na-Lythan snarled.
"Advancing towards us dong Axis Two at gpproximately forty-seven kilometers per hour, Sir,”



Magor Sharal Sa-Thor, the commander of Na-Lythan's First Battaion, replied helpfully from the com
screen on Na-Lythan's console, and Na-L ythan managed—somehow—not to bite the unfortunate
officer'shead off.

"I'm aware of that, Mgor," he said, instead, with massve restraint. "I'm smply wondering why it isn't
doing anything about our recon platforms.”

"Perhaps,” Sa-Thor said, apparently unaware of the degree of self-control his superior was
exercisng, "itisnt aware that we have it under observation.”

"It'sa Bolo," Na-Lythan said, and thistime Sa-Thor straightened his shouldersvisibly in the com
display as Na-Lythan'stone registered. "1t knows the platforms are out there,”" the colond continued in
dightly lessfrigid tones. "It may not have detected them—although | find that difficult to believe—but
evenif it haan't, it knowsthey must be out there. Y et it appears to be taking no measuresto localize and
destroy them. It isn't even looking for them. So either it's decided theré's no point, that welll smply
replace them as quickly asit can destroy them, or elseit wants usto know whereit isand what it
appears to be doing."

"Sir, | would respectfully suggest,” Sa-Thor said very carefully, "that it's more probably the former
possibility. Our supply of reconnaissance dronesis scarcely unlimited, but we have more than enough to
replace losses to its air-defense systems and keep it under observation over the span of aday or two."

"Y ou may be correct,” Na-Lythan conceded. "Certainly | can't think of any advantagetoitin letting
usknow precisdly whereitis. | smply wish | were certain that it couldn't think of one.”

He grimaced, earsflattened in thought for severd heartbests, then looked at his communi cations tech.
"Get mealink to Generd Ka-Frahkan."

* * %

"Do you think Uran hasapoint, sir?" Na-Salth asked.

"I'm certain he does," Ka-Frahkan said, trying not to sound testy as he bent over the terrain display,
scrolling through maps. The origina imagery from which those maps had been made had been lost dong
with Death Descending, but his command vehicle's computers had acopy of it. And, limited though they
might be compared to the equiva ent Human technology, they were quite capable of manipulating the
radar map to generate the detailed three-dimensional terrain representation he required.

"I'm just uncertain asto which of hispointsisvaid,” the generd continued.

He found the map he wanted, and the moving icon of the Bolo gppeared upon it. The Human vehicle
was headed directly towards his main body, just as Na-L ythan had reported. And as he scrolled ahead
aong the line of its probable advance, Ka-Frahkan redlized it was making for afiring position from which
it would be ableto interdict at least two of his own possible gpproach axes with long-range Hellborefire.

"Thisiswhereit'sheaded," he said, tapping the position with aclaw.

"That's going to make difficulties," Na-Sath observed. He brought fresh data up on his own displays
and considered it briefly. "Na-Lythan's battalions are approaching a ong both of those routes,” he
informed Ka-Frahkan. The general aready knew that, of course, but it was one of Na-Salth'sjobsto
make certain that he did. "At the moment, First Battaion is ahead of schedule, Sir. At present rate of
advance, it will enter the Bolo's engagement range roughly twenty minutes after the Bolo's estimated time
of arrival. Assuming that it stops there rather than continuing to advance to meet Mgor Sa-Thor, that is."

"I know," Ka-Frahkan murmured, rubbing thetip of his claw back and forth acrossthe hilltop firing
position. "But why isit telegraphing itstactics thisway?" he continued.
"I beg your pardon, sir?' Na-Salth looked puzzled, and K a-Frahkan snorted.

"Uran isabsolutely correct,” he said. "Even if the Bolo doesn't have positive locks on our drones, it
has to know they're out there. Y et hereit is, ambling towards its chosen position at barely hdf itstop
sustained speed, and | want to know why. It'sfaster than we are. If it had waited longer—Iet us get
closer, move further gpart—it could have drawn us out of position, off-balance. It could have used its



sprint cagpability to move as quickly as possible into position, caught us separated. It could have gotten in
between our armored battalions before we could react and engaged one of them a atime. Asitis, we
have ampletimeto react.”

"Perhapsit doesn't redlize that, Sr. We've seen no evidence of its recon platforms, either, so perhaps
it doesn't know our units current positions and doesn't recognize the opportunity it'smissng.”

"We haven't seen any of itsdrones becauseit isn't using them,” Ka-Frahkan replied. He looked back
up a Na-Sdth. "But this Human, whoever he is—this commander who thinks ‘outs de the box—knows
exactly where we are, Jesmahr. What he did to Death Descending would suggest that, but in my
opinion, his present maneuvers proveit. If hefet theleast uncertainty about our positions, he would be
doing everything in his power to resolveit. And he would either not be moving at dl while he used his
own reconnai ssance assets to find us, or else he would be moving at ahigher rate of speed, in order to
minimize his own window of vulnerability between chosen defensive postions.”

"But how can he know where we are, sr? We destroyed al of their surveillance satdllites on our way

n.

"We think we destroyed them all," Ka-Frahkan corrected. "It's possible we missed one. | don't think
that'swhat's happening here, however. | think, Jesmahr, that this particular Human has thoroughly seeded
these mountains with pre-emplaced, ground-based, carefully concealed sensors. He has every approach
route wired, and he's using secure, directional communication channels—or probably burst subspace
transmissions, since Bolos, unlike our mechs, mount their own subspace coms—to monitor them. That's
why heisn't expending drones tracking us; he aready knowswherewe are.”

"Butinthat case. .." Na-Sdth'svoicetrailed off, and Ka-Frahkan flicked his earsin emphatic
agreement.

"Inthat case" he said, "he wants usto know where heis, and he's ddliberately |etting us know where
he's going. And the only reason | can think of for him to do that isto maneuver usinto doing what he
wants."

"But what could he possibly want usto do, sr?*
"] don't know. That'swhat worriesme," Ka-Frahkan admitted.

* % %

Manekal/l.azarus watched through the reconnai ssance net as the Mel conian advance dowed, then
came—temporarily, at leest—to acomplete hdt. Shelthey waited, while severa minutes passed. Then
the Enemy began to move once more, and her/their human component frowned in her command couch
without ever opening her eyes.

The Enemy commander, shelthey thought, was clearly more capable than shelthey would have
preferred. Which didn't exactly come as a surprise—an incompetent would never have managed to
follow the colony fleet thisfar so tracelessly and then execute such adevastating initid surprise attack.
Stll, hewas doing a part of what she/they wanted.

Shelthey continued to trundle leisurely aong, but the Me conian formation was shifting. The Enemy’s
leading battaion of three Qurtur Alphas and sx Fenrises had begun falling back, accompanied by two
of theinfantry regiment's battalions and half of the armored regiment'stwelve Heimdalls. The second
armored battaion, with dl six of the Surtur Betas, the other six Heimdalls, and the third infantry
battalion, had changed course and begun to move rather more quickly. They were diding to the south to
advance along the one approach route which would bypass the blocking position towards which she/they
were headed. That line of approach—the one she/they had designated Route Charlie—wasn't the
shortest one, but unless she'they aso changed course in the next few minutes, the Me conian units
advancing along it would get clear around her/their flank without ever exposing themselvesto her/their
direct fire. Shefthey could il loft missiles onto thelr route, but with only asingle Bolo's missile load-out
and launchers, it would be virtualy impossble to sufficiently saturate aMel conian armored battaion's
missile defenses to get through them, and an entire mountainsde would block Hellborefire at their closest



approach.

Shelthey considered the timing. If she/they continued on her/their current heading at current speed,
the flanking column would be past any point at which she/they could subsequently intercept it short of
Fourth Battalion's position in another twelve minutes. And, if that column got past her/them, worst-case,
Fourth Battaion would find itsdf ground into the mud under the tracks of afull battalion of heavy
armored vehicles. Best case, shelthey would find themsalves trgpped in a congtricted, mountainous valey
between both Dog Boy armored battalions while the Enemy ignored the Fourth to concentrate on killing
her/them.

Pity. Shelthey had rather hoped the Puppies CO would decide to send dl of his mechs around
her/their flank. Unfortunately, held turned out to be too wary for that.

* % %

"Now it beginsto retreat!" Ka-Frahkan flapped hisearsin frusiration. "Nameless Ones! What sort of
gameisthis damned machine playing?"

The Bolo icon on hisdisplay had, indeed, begun to retrest—and at afar higher rate of speed, at that.
But it wastoo late. Mgjor Julhar Ha-Shan's Second Armored Battalion and Mg or Thuran Ha-Nashum's
Third Infantry were dready past it. The Bolo was faster than Ha-Shan's heavies, but it also had much
further to go if it wanted to retreat to its militia blocking position before Ha-Shan and Ha-Nashum
reached it, and there was no way even aBolo could catch them now without using the pod in which it
was no longer mounted.

But why had it waited so long?

Of course, Na-Lythan's First Armored Battalion and the rest of Colonel Ka-Somad'sinfantry were
a so advancing once more, along the route Ka-Frahkan had designated Axis Three, if much more dowly
and cautioudy than Ha-Shan's battalion. They would have entered the Bolo's engagement range, had it
continued to advance onitsorigina course, within another thirty minutes or so. The fight when they
reached that point would have been ugly, and Ka-Frahkan was far from certain of what itsfinal outcome
would have been, given how the Human machinésindividua power and superior technology would have
offset his own forces advantagesin tonnage, numbers, and combined firepower. Hed been willing to
court the engagement anyway, however, if it would have pinned the Bolo in place while Second Armored
got on with the business of destroying the blocking position and advanced upon the colony itself. That
waswhy he'd held First Armored back and sent Ha-Shan ahead. Sa-Thor's heavies were marginally
better suited to a direct engagement against the Bolo, and Ha-Shan's additional missile power would
make his battalion far more dangerous to the Human settlement once he got past the blocking militia

But now the accursed Bolo seemed unwilling to give him that engagement . . . even though it was
self-evidently too late for it to reverse course and intercept Second Armored!

Thedask Ka-Frahkhan glared at histactical plot and tried not to grind his teeth together ashetried to
deduce just what hellish surprise the Bolo and its Human commander were attempting to Spring upon
him.

* % %

Manekall_azarus monitored the flanking column's position carefully. 1t was continuing to advance,
and shelthey were tempted to continue her/their advance and engage the remainder of the Melconian
force head on. Unfortunatdly, if shelthey did, the main Puppy column would engage her/them well before
the flanking column reached the decisive point. It was as certain as anything could be that shefthey would
have taken damage in that engagement, and she/they could not afford to risk that. Not yet. The flanking
column had to be dedlt with before she'they could accept any reduction in her/their own capabilities.

<Timing,> her/their human haf thought. <It'sal amatter of timing, now.>
<It dwaysis> her/their Bolo haf replied.

* % %

Captain Farka Na-Rohrn felt his spiritsrising as Second Armored Battalion thundered eastward



behind his Heimdall . He could see the Human Bolo on histactica display, athough there were enough
mountains between them to prevent it from seaing him, praise the Nameless Lord! And while Na-Rohrn
had never claimed to be atactica genius, it seemed obviousto him that the Bolo had made afata error.
The positions and maximum possible rates of advance indicated on his display made it abundantly clear
that there was, quite smply, no possible way for the Bolo to intercept Mgor Ha-Shan's armor and
Magor Ha-Nashum'sinfantry before they wiped out the Human militia positioned to stop them. And after
that, there would be nothing between them and the Human colony.

But first they had to get there, and even the best of approach routes, he thought, grimacing at his map
display, had itsinconvenient aspects.

"Mgor Ha-Shan," Na-Rohrn said into his com, "we're coming up on a particularly narrow bit. My
units are going to have to shift into sngle column.”

"Understood,” Ha-Shan replied crisply and ingtantly. "Mgjor Ha-Nashum, do you copy?'

"I do," theinfantry battalion's CO responded. "My Alpha Company will take point, ahead of Captain
Na-Rohrn. Therest of my peoplewill fal in behind your battaion.”

"Excdlent,” Ha-Shan said, and began passing the necessary ordersto hisown unitsasthe Third
Infantry's Alpha Company's lighter, faster armored personnel carriers sped ahead to join the Heimdalls.

* * %

Now, Manekall_azarus thought, and opened her/their missile hatches. There was no need to adjust
the firing queue; shefthey had set it up literally hours ago. Now shelthey enabled the missiles and fired.

There were only six of them, and she/they had added the rather specia warheads they mounted to
her/their norma ammunition mix in place of the same number of more conventiona warheads over three
weeks ago. Now the missiles carrying those warheads erupted from the heavily armored wells of
her/thair verticd-launch missile syslem and rose on pillars of flame until they were high enough for their
counter-gravity drivesto take over. Then the thundering wakes of fire vanished, and the missiles
screamed suddenly southeastward at seven times the speed of sound.

* k%
"Generd Ka-Frahkan!" asensor tech said sharply. "The Bolo hasjust launched missiles!™
"At us?' Ka-Frahkan demanded, spinning around to face the master tactical plot.
"No, sr," the noncom replied in puzzled tones. "At Colondl Ha-Shan."

* k% %

"Incoming!" Ha-Shan's sensor operator announced suddenly. "Multiple—six incoming from the Bolo,
gr! Mach saven!”

Ha-Shan's eyesingtantly found the missileicons on hisown display. Even at that velocity, there was
plenty of time, he thought as the targeting systems of hisarmored units antimissile defenses turned onto
the threet bearing. Besides, that was aridiculoudy low number of misslesfor atarget like his. His
command Surtur done could have defeated al of them with ease, Human technology or no. So what
was the damned Bolo up to now?

"Impact projection,” the sensor operator said, and Ha-Shan blinked.

That couldn't beright! Helooked at the visud display showing theterrain directly to hiswest. The
river-cut valley through which his battalion was currently passing had, indeed, grown narrower, with
precipicdike cliffslooming on both sides. The onesto the west were both higher and steeper than the
onesto the east, and if the missiles impact point was properly projected, dl six of them were going to
land harmlesdy on the other side of the mountain which reared that protective rampart. Which was
stupid. Y et one thing no Bolo had ever been accused of was stupidity, so what—?

* * %

The same mountains which protected the Me conian column from ManekallLazarus direct firedso
protected her/their missiles from interception. They sped directly to their targets, separating, Soreading



out, adjusting their trgjectorieswith finicky precison.

At precisdly the correct moment, all Six of them killed their drives and continued onward at just over
seven thousand kilometers per hour. They dammed into the mountainsde, and the superdense,
ballisticaly shaped deep-penetrator warheads she'they had mounted upon them drilled through solid
earth and sone like hypervel ocity bullets. They plunged deep into the heart of the mountain, driving
directly into the fault pattern ManekallLazarus deep scan radar mapping had reved ed weeks before.

And then six megaton-range warheads detonated as one.

* % %

The stupendous shockwave was enough to shake even a Surtur like atoy. Ha-Shan had never
experienced an earthquake before, and he wasiill-prepared to fed his 18,000-ton mech shivering likea
frightened child. But Surturs were designed and engineered to survive far worse than alittle shaking, and
he felt his speeding pulse began to dow once more.

Until helooked into thevisud display again.

* % %

So that was what the Human was thinking, Thedask Ka-Frahkhan thought. He was too calm
about it, acorner of hisown brain told him. Shock, he supposed. | should have listened to my
instincts. But even if | had, what else could | have done with what | knew?

He had no answer for the question, and he knew he never would. But held been right about this
particular Human's ability to "think outside the box," hadn't he?

He watched the thick, curdled cloud of dust rising above what had once been ariver valley. Perhaps
it would be ariver valey again, someday. But at this moment, it was the huge common grave which had
just engulfed haf of the 3172nd Heavy Assault Brigade's armor and athird of itsinfantry. The
horrendous landdide the Bolo's missiles had triggered had sent two-thirds of amountain diding
unstoppably across Second Armored and Third Infantry. There were, he dready knew, no survivors
from either, dthough the handful of Na-Pahrthd's air cav which had been assigned to Ha-Shan had
probably been ableto climb out of destruction's path in time.

Heturned his head dowly and looked a Na-Salth. The colond was still staring dack-jawed at the
unbelievable sght on hisvisud display.

"Contact Colonel Na-Lythan and Colondl Ka-Somal," Ka-Frahkan heard his own voice saying with
aflat, seady cam. Na-Sdth turned stunned eyestowards him. "Tdl them both that | want their recon
elementsto begin deploying seismic sensorsimmediately. They're to use the sensors and sounding
charges, aswell asthe Heimdalls' sonar and deep-scan radar, to check for additiond fault lines. | doubt
very much that there are more of them out here, but | could be wrong, and this Human devil is not going
to lead usinto any more ambushes like that one.”

He stabbed the visud display with avicious claw and the soft echo of abarely audible chalenge
sal.

"No more finesse, Jesmahr," he said grimly, harshly. "I don't care what the Bolo does. We will
advance at our own chosen rate. We will check every valey, every dliff, for booby traps and dangerous
terrain features. Eventualy that Nameless-cursed Bolo will haveto stop and fight us on our terms. And
when it does, we will destroy it.”

* * %

Manekall_azarus launched a single recon drone. Shelthey had no choice; the landdide which had
enveloped the Enemy column had al so wiped out the sensors with which that stretch of river valey had
been seeded.

The drone swept over what had once been the valley, and her/their human half felt achill as shefthey
surveyed the desolation. Her/their missles had shattered an entire mountain, disemboweled it and
gpewed its fragments across the Me coniansin an unstoppable tidal wave of broken rock, shattered
trees, and dirt. The river was aready beginning to back up behind the solid plug of debris, and she/they



saw therisging water lapping at asingle Me conian corpse. From its equipment, it had been an
infantryman, probably one of the advance scouts probing ahead of the Enemy column on their one-man
grav-scooters. But he hadn't been far enough ahead. Two-thirds of his body was buried under the huge
boulder which had come bounding down to crush thelife out of him. He lay face-down, one arm and
shoulder protruding from the rubble and earth, and the clawed fingers of hisraised hand seemed to be
reaching for the heavens, asif to hang onto hislife for just amoment longer.

There was something inexpressibly poignant about that Sght. Her/their Maneka half felt it, yet the
poignancy deflected neither her/their satisfaction, nor her/their grim determination to inflict the same
destruction upon the rest of the Enemy.

She/'they made one more sweep of the site with the reconnai ssance drone. It was remotely possible
that there might be one or two Enemy survivors, she/they decided, but there could not be more, and al of
the Enemy armored battalion’'s mechs had been positively accounted for.

<Which means the odds are even now,> her/their Maneka haf thought grimly.
<Which means the odds would be even againgt afully modern Bolo,> her/their Lazarus half replied.
<Maybe>

In the corner of their fusion which was hers done, Manekafet Lazarus amusement at her
qudification, and she understood it. The equation which set one Bolo as equivalent to three timesits own
number of Meconian heavy combat mechswas, after dl, as Lazarus had just pointed out, based upon
the combat capabilities of the Mark XX XIsand Mark XXXIlIs, not a Bolo whose basic weapons were
well over acentury out of date. But Maneka had been at Chartres. She knew what those " obsolete’
Bolos were capable of .

Shefdt Lazarus sanding just outsde that smdl, private section of her mind, waiting for her camly,
and the lips of her deeping body twitched in adight smile.

<Okay,> she told him. <We can go now.>
Her/their mighty hull pivoted on its broad tracks and began to move once more.

* k%
"It'smoving again, Sr."
Ka-Frahkan flicked his earsin silent acknowledgment. He sat back in his command chair, watching
thetactical display, and just the tips of his canines showed as his upper lip curled back from them.

The Bolo was moving directly back towards his remaining armored battalion once more, reversng
the course away from it which had so puzzled him before. It puzzled him no longer, for he understood
now why it had not initially completed its advance to the firing position he'd thought it was headed for.

The position | obligingly allowed it to convince me it was headed for, he corrected bitterly. Then
he gave himself amenta shake. There would be time enough for grief and self-recrimination after the
battle, and even now he knew—intellectudly, a least—that without any foreknowledge of thefault line
the Bolo had exploited, he'd done exactly theright thing. Or, at least, that a dispassionate staff study, far
away from the buried, mangled bodies of aquarter of his brigade's troopers, would conclude that he had,
a any rate.

No time for that, hereminded himself gernly. Not when | still have to figure out what to do
about the accursed thing.

At least the Bolo till faced afew problems of its own.

It hadn't had any choice but to avoid combat with Na-Lythan's First Armored Battalion until after it
had destroyed Second Armored. But when it retreated rather than continuing its advance, it had alowed
Na-Lythan and the rest of Ka-Soma's infantry vehicles to move ahead at their top combined speed.
Sower than aBolo they undoubtedly were, but they were fast enough to have reached the point at which
the other two possible routes of advance converged and then diverged once again while the Bolo was
elsawhere,



"Well split our forces, Jesmahr,” he announced. His executive officer looked at him, and the generd
bared hisfangs mirthlesdy.

"Ka-Somd will take Axis One," he said. "Hell have to move back to the west abit to cut acrossto
One, but he'sfaster than our heavy mechs. He's got the time, and well give him the rest of the
reconnai ssance mechs—they're fast enough to keep up with his APCs and agile enough to get through
that—" he jerked hishead at the ugly spill of the landdide "—aswell. And wéell give him dl of
Na-Pahrthd'sremaining air cavary, aswdl."

"Yes, sr. And First Armored?’ Na-Salth said as Ka-Frahkan paused.
"Uranwill take First Armored down Axis Three."

"If we remain concentrated, well have more firepower to deal with the Bolo,” Na-Sath pointed out
respectfully.

"Ka-Somd'sinfantry won't be much use against aBolo in afrontal engagement,” Ka-Frahkan
replied, "and in thisterrain, it's going to be a head-on meeting for Uran's mechs, whenever it comes. But
between both of hisremaining battalions, the recon mechs, and Na-Pahrthd's air cav, Ka-Soma ought to
have an effective superiority againg the militiain that dammed blocking position.”

"But even if hedoes, sir," Na-Sdlth said, even more respectfully, "our long-range drones have
confirmed that the Humans have at least two additiona militiabattaions digging in closer to their
settlement. Ka-Soma doesn't begin to have the firepower to break through that sort of opposition
without Uran's support. And helll take losses against the blocking position, probably serious ones, even if
he managesto takeit in theend.”

"I'm aware of that,” Ka-Frahkan said grimly. He turned to face Na-Sdlth fully. "Ka-Soma isa
diverson—abluff."

"A diverson, sir?' Na-Sath repeated.

"By splitting up now, we force the Bolo to choose which of our two columnsto pursue. It can catch
either one of them short of the militias pogtion; it can't possibly catch both of them. Our armored units
obvioudy pose the greater threat, and that makes them the logical column for the Bolo to pursue. But
Axis Threeisthelonger approach route by a considerable margin, and Uran's mechs will be dower than
Ka-Somd's column. It's possible the Bolo will choose to pursue Ka-Somal instead of following Uran
because it would probably be able to overtake and destroy him and gtill have time—barely—to return
down Axis Three and catch First Armored from behind before Uran can get his Fenrises' missle
batteriesinto range of the blocking position.”

"What if it optsto retreat back down Axis Two, Sir? In that case, it could reach the blocking position
ahead of ether of us"

"True, but it won't," Ka-Frahkan said with bleak confidence. "It could beat us back, but if it did, our
mechswould be able to bring their missile batteries into range of the militiaposition before it could
engage us. Theintervening terrain would cover our approach too well for it to prevent usfrom firing, and
none of itsinfantry supportswould survive that sort of fire." He flattened his earsin negation. "No. It will
come after at least one of our columns, Jesmahr.”

Na-Salth considered for amoment, then flipped his earsin agreement, and the genera continued.

"If it decidesto go after Uran firgt, it won't be able to turn around afterward and catch Ka-Somal the
sameway, though. Even if it took no mobility damage at dl against First Armored—and it most certainly
would— the delay would make it impossiblefor it to move back and intercept Ka-Somal before his units
get past thelanddide it induced, and it couldn't possibly get through that obstruction itsdlf to follow him
down Axis One. So if it doesn't go after Ka-Soma now, it won't be able to prevent him from getting to
gripswith theinfantry in its blocking position whatever it doesto First Armored.

"If it does decide to pursue and overtake Ka-Somd, it will undoubtedly destroy hisinfantry,”
Ka-Frahkan went on unflinchingly. "In the process, however, it may take damage of its own. It will



certainly expend ammunition, and if Ka-Somal makes skillful use of his nuclear demolition charges, he
may well succeed ininflicting Sgnificant damage, which might give Uran adecisve advantage when he
finaly engagesit. Given the limited utility of our infantry in an armored engagement, we won't |ose that
much effective capability whatever happensto Ka-Somadl. If he can wear it down alittle, give Uran the
edge he needs, the sacrifice will be well worth it. In either case, whether Ka-Somal can damageit or not,
smply pursuing hisinfantry will delay it, possibly long enough—depending on how long it takesit to
destroy Ka-Soma—for Uran to reach the blocking position and destroy itsinfantry beforeit can
intervene. And if Uran can punch out the militiaquickly, his Fenrises, at least, would probably havethe
speed to reach the colony before the Bolo could prevent them from doing so.

"If, on the other hand, the Bolo optsto pursue First Armored, Ka-Soma'sinfantry will at least be out
of the line of fire when Uran's mechs meet it. He has at |east an even chance of destroying the Bolo,
whether Ka-Somal has weakened it first or not, but helll take seriouslosses doing so. If KaSomal's
infantry isgtill intact, it will be able to support Uran's own survivors effectively when he moves againg the
remainder of the Humans forces. So, elther the Bolo follows Ka-Somal and destroys him, possibly
taking damage itsdlf in the process, or else sending Ka-Somal down Axis Oneisaway to preserve his
forcesfor later use”

Na-Salth said nothing for amoment. Ka-Frahkan hadn't asked his approval for the plan, after al. But
that wasn't what kept him silent. What the generd had said about the survivability of infantry in abattle
between heavy armored units was self-evidently true, yet expending Ka-Somal'sinfantry in an
engagement which offered at least the possibility of decreasing the Bolo's combat capability before the
decisve engagement againgt Na-L ythan made sense in the cold-blooded calculus of war. And the one
way to insure that the infantry had the opportunity to damage the Bolo wasto keep the entire force
together, compd the Bolo to confront the infantry before it could reach the armored units.

But Ka-Somd's two intact battalions represented over eighty-five percent of their totd surviving
personnel. If they died, there would be far too few of the People left in the star system for the generd's
cherished plan to establish an imperid colony here.

Na-Salth looked into his commander's eyes for another moment, then raised his ears in acceptance.
"Yes, dr," hesaid, and began issuing orders.

Maneka/L azarus watched the Enemy force split up.

<| didn't expect that,> her/their Maneka haf said as she/they continued to advance rapidly towards
the point at which the Enemy had fdlen into two columns.

<Nor did I. Anaysis of standard Enemy tactics and the decisionsto date of this Enemy commander
suggested a probability of 87.031 percent that he would maintain concentration of hisforces> her/their
Lazarus half replied.

<Makes sense, though, | suppose,> Maneka said. <Their infantry won't be much help in astandup
fight with their armor.>

<Probahility of Enemy infantry inflicting significant damage upon this unit under those circumstances
does not exceed 15.02 percent,> Lazarus agreed. <However, probability of an Enemy infantry screenin
hasty defensive positionsin thisterrain inflicting sgnificant, though not incapacitating, damage beforeits
destruction prior to the armored engagement approaches 62.47 percent.>

<Then why didn't he stay concentrated? He could easily have deployed an infantry screen at any
number of points aong the route of advance he'sfollowing. At theleast, that would have forced usto
fight our way through it just to get to hismechs. At the best, it might have delayed us long enough for the
mechs to overrun the Fourth before we could intervene.>

<Indeed. Which wasthe reason | assigned a probability of only 14.969 percent that he would fail to
do 0. | have no explanation for his actua decision, aside from the obviousfact that it compelsusto
decide which force to pursue.>



Times and distances, movement rates, and wegpons capabilities flickered through her/their shared
awareness at psychotronic speed. The decison was self-evident. The Enemy's remaining armored
battalion represented the only true threat to the colony, regardless of what happened to Mary Lou
Atwater's command. The destruction of the Surturs and their supporting Fenrises took absolute priority,
and if shelthey went after the infantry first, there was achance, however minor, that it might degrade
her/their combat capability before the decisve engagement.

* * *

"So we're going after the armor,” Maneka Trevor'simage said from the small com display window
opened in the corner of Mgor Atwater's visor HUD. "We may've taken out their Betas' missiles, but
we've got to keep the missile batteries on their remaining Fenrises at least eighty kilometers from your
position, and that meanskilling them well short of that point. Which, I'm afraid, dso meansther infantry is
going to reach your perimeter before we can get back to you. But with alittle luck, at least you won't
have their armored units shooting & you at the sametime.”

"Understood,” Atwater said, hoping she sounded more cheerful than she felt. Two battalions of Dog
Boy infantry, especidly with ahaf-dozen Heimdalls and ahundred or so air cav mounts along to help
them out, was going to be pretty stiff oddsfor her single battalion, despite the superiority of itsindividua
weapons and the advantage of its prepared positions. The numerical odds would be almost four-to-one,
and Meconian infantry carried alot of man-portable antiarmor wegpons in partial compensation for its
lack of powered combat armor.

On the other hand, shethought grimly, our chances against their infantry are going to be one
hell of a lot better than our chances against their armor would be. Or than her chances against
their armor will be.

"Good luck, Mary Lou," Maneka said.

"And to you," Atwater replied. She managed ataut smile. "Drop by when you get a chance. Well ill
be here"

Soit's still following us.

Thedask Ka-Frahkan watched the Bolo's icon reach the point where Axis Two and Axis Three
diverged. Instead of continuing further west dong Axis Two to reach Axis One, it had turned south to
come speeding after Na-Lythan's surviving mechs, and a strange, singing camness seemed to flow
through him.

The Bolo's decison wasn't redlly a surprise. HEd never truly expected the Human machineto give his
own armor what amounted to afree run into missile range of the militiablocking position. Thetacticianin
him rather regretted that it hadn't, but truth to tell, deep inside, he was dmost glad. Whatever he might
have chosen to tel Na-Sdth, held known al aong that this was the most probable outcome of his
decision to divide hisforces. Which, of course, was the reason his command vehicle was accompanying



First Armored instead of Colond Ka-Somal's column.

His mind ran back over the balance of combat power yet again, bitterly regretting theloss of his other
armored battdion. If only he hadn't alowed his own tactical opportunism to lure him into doing exactly
what the Bolo and its commander had wanted! He should have redlized no Bolo would have offered such
an opening unlessit wanted its opponentsto take it and so rgjected it, continuing to close for the
head-on armored dugfest his superior numbers would surdly have permitted him to win. Y et even now,
he knew he would have done exactly the same thing given the same opportunity and knowledge. The
chance to avoid the Bolo until after he had achieved his objective—or even to catch it between histwo
armored regiments—had smply been too good to pass up. Especidly when the nature of the devilish trap
had been completely impossible to deduce ahead of time.

But whether he had been right or wrong, he till had to dedl with the consequences of his decision.
And the consequences were that hisoriginal clear advantage in combat power had been wiped away.

Themisslearmament of hissix Fenrises would probably alow him to land the first blows, inflict the
first damage. But after they had emptied their sngle-shot missile pods, the Fenrises would be hopelessly
outclassed by the Bolo, unlessthey could somehow get around to its more lightly armored flanks. That
was scarcely likely in such condtricted terrain, and even if it proved possible, aBolo's side armor, though
much thinner than itsfrontal armor, was still heavy enough to make it far from certain that a Fenris' main
wegpon could penetrate it. Which meant the main engagement would fall heavily upon histhree Surturs.

The outcome would hang from athread, whatever happened, and Na-Salth had been right. Holding
the infantry to support the armor might well have tipped the balance in hisfavor. So why hadn't he done
that? He'd dready made one suspect decision this day; had he made a second? Had he dlowed
emoations, his own perhaps foolish hope that the People might still survive upon this planet, to dictate his
decisons? Would Ka-Somad'sinfantry have made the difference between victory and defeat if hed hung
ontoit, deployed Ka-Somd's two remaining battalions as a sacrificial screen?

There was no way to know, and, anyway, the decision had aready been made. The pieceswerein
motion for thefina confrontation, and the outcome would be whatever the Nameess Lord willed it to be.

* * *

Colonel Verank Ka-Somal swore venomoudy as his command vehicle lurched and bounced over the
nightmare landscape the accursed Humans landdide had left to mark the massacre of the Second
Armored and hisown Third Infantry Battalion. More death, more daughter, he thought, and hatred for
the species which had murdered his own world, and with it hiswife, children, and family, swirled a his
corelikedow, thick lava

The repeater plot tied into the far more capable tactical computers aboard Genera Ka-Frahkan's
brigade command vehicle showed him the Bolo, moving rapidly away from his own postion. Heknew, in
theintdlectua, professond part of him which had graduated from the Emperor Y arthaaisun Army
Academy so many years before, that hisinfantry and the supporting reconnai ssance mechs would have
stood no chance a al againgt the Bolo, had it chosen to pursue his column, instead. But the part of him
which remembered the devastated landscape of Rasantha—of the planet upon which he had been born
and upon which his children, hiswife, his parents and siblings, had died under the devagtating ondaught
of other Bolos—clung to that receding icon with the hungry fingers of hate.

Others might till clutch at the hope Ka-Frahkan had offered—the hope that they might yet
somehow, miraculoudy, capture sufficient of the Humans indudtrid infrastructure, enough of their
starships, to someday make their way home again. Or to the other hope, that they might survive here,
instead. Build anew colony, keep the Empire dive, evenif dl of the rest of the People went down to
desth elsawhere.

Ka-Somal did not. There was no future. Not for him, not for Ka-Frahkan, not for the Empire, not
even for the People. There was only vengeance. Only death returned for desth. And so, even while his
eyes clung to the Bolo'sicon and he longed to blot that icon away with his own weapons—with hisown
naked, bloody fists and fangs—another part of him was glad to see it go. Perhaps Na-Lythan could



destroy it, after dl. Perhaps enough of his mechsto make a difference would actualy survive. But
whether that happened or not, the Bolo's decision to pursue Na-L ythan meant Ka-Somal would reach
the militiapostion.

And so, whatever e se happened, he would have the chanceto kill at least afew more Humans
before the Bolo returned to kill him.

* * %

Private Na-Varsk lay under his conceding camouflage, watching the Human infantry so far below
him, and wondered what was happening to the rest of the Brigade.

* % %

Magjor Na-Pahrtha's pilot banked around another bend in the river valley, and the mgjor wondered if
the pilot was as astonished as he himsdlf was that they'd managed to escape the Bolo's ondaught dive.
Thefact that they had waslargely dueto Flight Sergeant Sa-Horuk's skill, and Na-Pahrthal made a
menta note to be sure Sa-Horuk knew he recognized that when thiswas al over.

The mgjor's earstwitched in bitter amusement at the thought. Was he making that note to be sure
Sa-Horuk got the credit he deserved? Or because making it implied that there was at least adim chance
that Na-Pahrthal would be diveto extend it?

He shook the thought aside. Therewas no time for it, and he returned hisfull attention to the valey's
terrain.

The landdide-choked gorge, and the new lake rapidly forming behind it, lay far to the west as he and
hissurviving air cavary scouted ahead of Colond Ka-Somd's column. The Heimdalls Colonel
Na-Lythan had detached to accompany the infantry were coming up quickly astern of Na-Pahrtha's
aerid units, but theinfantry, in itsless cgpable APCs, lagged behind, still making up the distance it had
logt after being delayed by the landdide.

Na-Pahrtha checked his own displays again. The repeater relaying the imagery from Genera
Ka-Frahkan's vehicle showed him the Bolo, closing rapidly now with the rear of Na-Lythan'sremaining
battalion. After what that demonic machine had aready done to the Brigade, Na-Pahrtha found it
impossible, however hard hetried, to fed confident about what would happen when it caught up with
First Armored. And intheend, if Colonel Na-Lythan couldn't stop it after al, anything the rest of them
might accomplish wouldn't matter very much, he supposed.

Hewondered if Ka-Somal would delay his own attack until he knew the outcome of the armored
battle about to begin. If Na-Lythan won, then delaying until his surviving armored units could arriveto
support Ka-Somd's attack would save hundreds of casuaties, and possibly make the difference between
being able to continue the attack againgt the Humans other forces or smply bleeding themsalveswhitein
an ultimately meaningless battle of attrition againgt the blocking position. But if Na-Lythan lost, then
delaying the attack would only give the Bolo time to come charging up to support the Human militiawith
its remaining weapons. In which case, they would be ableto kill far fewer of the Humans before they
died themsdlves.

In another war, against another enemy, there might have been other optionsto ponder. The
possibility of honorable surrender might even have existed. But thiswas the war they had, and however
desperately some inner part of him might have longed for it to be otherwise, Mg or Beryak Na-Pahrthal
could no longer truly imagine any other sort.

"Uniform-Three-Seven, thisis Alpha-Zero-One." he said into his microphone. "Watch those turns.
Y ou're diding too high, skylining yoursdlf. Do that closer to the enemy, and hell blow you right out of the
art”

"Alpha-Zero-One, Uniform-Three-Seven copies. Sorry about that, Sir. I'll try not to let it happen
agan.

"You do that, Tharsdl," Na-Pahrthd said. "I'd hate to have to break in anew horrible example to
show the others how not to fly amisson.”



"Yes, ar. Uniform-Three-Seven, out.”

"Alpha-Zero-One, out,” Na-Pahrthal acknowledged, and his ears twitched in another flicker of wryly
bitter amusement. So they were all till playing the game, gill pretending.

Odd how precious that threadbare pretense could be, even now.

* * %

"The Boloisdready indde our mediums effective engagement range, sr,” Colond Na-Lythan sad
levely. "It will overtake us completely in no more than another twenty minutes at our reletive rates of
advance, and thislookslike aslikely aplace aswe're going to find, especidly if we can keep that ridge
line between us and it until we launch. With your permission, I'd like to begin deploying my units."

"Uran, they're your units," Ka-Frahkan replied over the com. "If thisis the spot you want, then go
ahead and deploy. For what it'sworth, I'm formally handing tactical control over to you. May the
Nameless Ones send you victory."

"Thank you, gr," Na-Lythan acknowledged. And then, without a pause, he began issuing his orders.

* * %

Manekall.azarus weren't surprised when the Enemy dowed in his headlong rush. Theterrain ahead
was as favorable to him as any he might have hoped to find, and she/they dowed her/their own
approach, watching to see how the Enemy commander deployed his assets.

<Hésnot exactly trying for finesse, is he?> her/their human haf observed wryly as her individua
viewpoint rose briefly above the fusion of their personalities and perceptions.

<Itisnot astuation which calsfor finesse,> her/their Bolo half replied. <Their commander iswise
enough to recognize that.>

Maneka agreed wordlesdy, and then her merely human viewpoint vanished once more as shefthey
bent their attention upon the developing patterns of the Enemy's deployment.

Actudly, shelthey thought, he was trying for at least alittle finesse. The tactical Stuation was brutaly
samplefor both sdes, but he was deliberately placing two of histhree "fists' well forward of thethird. In
essence, he waswriting off two thirds of histota strength, positioning those units to take the brunt of
her/their assault and accepting that they would be destroyed, rather than bringing hisfull firepower to
bear from the beginning. Clearly, he hoped that before they were destroyed, they would inflict serious
damage upon her/them—enough for his own fresh, undamaged figt to finish her/them off without suffering
heavy losses of itsown. In which case, hewould amost certainly come out of the engagement with
aufficient remaining combat power to carry through and destroy the colony, after dl.

<Probability of our destruction by forward-deployed fists, 36.012 percent; probability of their
destruction, 93.562 percent,> her/their Lazarus component remarked. <Probability of our destruction by
remaining fist after destroying lead fists, 56.912 percent. Probability of colony's surviva following our
own destruction or incapacitation becomes 73.64 percent, assuming destruction of al remaining Surturs
and expenditure of all Fenrises' missile armament againgt us. Probability of colony's survival, assuming
surviva of one Surtur becomes 32.035 percent. Probability of colony's survival, assuming surviva of
two Surturs, becomes 01.056 percent. Surviva of each Fenris with no remaining missle armament
decreases probability of colony's surviva by approximately 06.753 percent. Surviva of one Fenris with
unexpended missile load-out decreases probability of colony's surviva by approximately 32.116 percent.
Surviva of two Fenrises with unexpended missile load-out decreases probability of colony's survivd to
under one percent, exclusive of any consideration of surviving Surturs.>

<Then well just haveto seeto it that none of them survive, won't we?> her/their Maneka haf replied
coldly.

* * %

"All units, stand by. Prepare for Fire Plan Alphaon my command.”
Uran Na-Lythan's voice was terse, shadowed with tension and yet curioudy relaxed, dmost calming.



KaFrahkan listened to it, hearing an echo of the strange serenity which seemed to hover a hisown
center, and wondered what the colond was actudly thinking as the Bolo ground steadily towards his
units.

How did it all begin? The thought eddied through the back of Ka-Frahkan's brain with peculiar
clarity. He knew the officid version, knew Imperid Intelligence genuinely believed, after the most
thorough andysis possible, that the Humans had fired first in the Trellis System. But what if they did? Or
what if we did? Can any of it truly justify our long, bloody journey to this moment? We're not
killing just one another's soldiers—we're killing everything. Killing ourselves, because in our own
pain, both sides give the other countless reasonsto kill us, just aswe kill them. Cities, star systems
... families. Lord of the Nameless, how did we come to this? And what does it say of me that |
have brought the killing here, to this star, this planet? Given my own people to the furnacein an
effort to destroy a colony the Humans may never know ever even existed? What does that make
me? Hero and champion of the People? Or red-clawed butcher, too stupid and crazed with blood
to recognize his own insanity?

Hisearsfolded tight to his skull asthe questions rolled through his mind.

But in the end, it doesn't really matter, doesit? hetold himsdf sadly. Butcher or champion, |
have no choice now. None of us do—Human or of the People. We have saddled the whirlwind;
now we must ride it and pray that somehow the bridle holds. That we can stay in the saddle one
battle longer, one living star system farther, than they can. And so | will drown thisworld in
blood, because | must. Because | cannot take the chance, cannot risk holding my hand. And in the
end, somewhere, some other general—Melconian or Human—uwill have to make one final decision
when the last world of his own race's murdererslies helpless before him.

And that general will not be me. Ka-Frahkan eyes narrowed as he recognized the source of his
strange inner serenity at last. It was knowledge, acceptance. | will die here, on thisworld, heredized.
If not in this minute, or this hour, still, | will die here. Ka-Paldyn is gone, or he would have
reported in by standard radio by now. Our inner-system special opsteams are all dead, without
securing a single one of the Humans' star ships, and Deeth Descending and Gizhan are gone. We
can gtill ensure that no Humans survive here either, that thisis simply one more charnel house
world, slaughtered in the cause of racial survival, but there will be no escape for me or for any of
my people. And so, either way, thisisthe end of the killing for me. | will slay no more worlds,
murder no more children, face no more nightmares, unless, indeed, the Namel ess decree the
eternal damnation we all have earned so amply.

| will deep, hethought, with asense of infinite, bittersweet rdlief. I've done my duty, and if that
earns damnation, then so beiit, yet | long for that final sleep, that end, for | am so tired of the
killing. And yet, these are still my troopers, my family. How do | tell them how much they mean to
me, when I've brought them all here to die with me?

"All units," he heard his own voice say over the centra command channel, surprised to discover that
he had depressed the transmit key, "thisis General Ka-Frahkan. Y ou are about to engage the enemy.
Thisis not the planet we were originally tasked to seize, yet these are dtill the enemies of the People we
face, and what happens here may well be far more vitd to the People than anything which might have
happened at our origina objective. | am prouder of you than any poet, any bard, could ever forge the
wordsto say. | am honored to have commanded you, privileged to have fought beside you so many
times before, and to fight with you here, today. The Empire may never know what we do here, yet that
makesit no lessimportant, no less our duty. Men and women of the 3172nd, you have never flinched,
never failed in your duty to me, to yourselves, or to the People. | know you will not fail today."

He released the transmit key and sat back in his comfortable chair, and the silence within his
command vehicle echoed and roared about him. Even the readiness reports over the tac channels
seemed momentarily hushed, stilled, and he redized suddenly that they understood.

"Support units," Na-Lythan'svoice waslevel, yet it sounded shockingly harsh asit cut acrossthe



dillness, "initiate Fire Plan Alpha."

* * %

The Surtur Alphas' Hellbores were far lighter than the Mark XXV II1's single 110-centimeter
weapon, but their echeloned turrets dlowed al sx of them to bear over afiring arc of just over 310
degrees. Anywhere within that field of fire, a Surtur could lay down three times as much main battery fire
as ManekallLazarus, and if the relative lightness of its wegpons meant it could lay down only about twice
the weight of fire, number of shots counted, too.

The Fenrises, on the other hand, had no business coming anywhere near aBolo if they could help it.
Unlikea Surtur, a Fenris' battle screen was light enough, its armor thin enough, that even the Mark
XXVIII'sion-balt infinite repeaters could kill it a medium or short range, and its single 38-centimeter
Hellbore would require aminimum of three hitsin exactly the same spot to penetrate her/their frontal
armor. But engaging Bolos frontally wasn't what Fenrises were intended to do, and now the heavily
armored hatches on these mechs after decks opened and the missile pods rose out of their wellson
hydraulic rams. Each Fenris mounted three pods; each pod mounted thirty-two missiles; and there were
sx Fenrises in Mgor Sa-Thor's First Armored Battalion.

The pods rose to their full-extension positions and nodded on the long stalks of their rams asthey
devated dightly.

* % %

Maneka/L azarus camouflaged sensors detected the emission spikes asthe Fenrises enabled their
missiles. Point defense clusterstrained forward and eevated, countermissiles did into their launchers, and
shelthey dowed ill further, diverting power from her/their drivetrain to reinforce her/their battle screen.

It was dl shelthey could do. The maximum effective powered range for the Fenris'stactical missiles
was only eighty kilometers, because they used counter-gravity drives, like her/their own high-speed
misslesdid. But the Fenrises' missiles were much smaller than hers/theirs, which meant their drives could
be neither as powerful nor asrobust. They traded off range and sophisticated seeking systems and
penetration aids for velocity and numbers, and they were intended to saturate an opponent's missile
defenses, spreading them so thin that a least afew of the fusion-warhead missiles had to get through.
ManekallLazarus missiles were much longer ranged and more accurate, but she/they didn't even consider
launching any of them. Shelthey smply didn't mount enough tubesto crack the Me conian battalion's
defensesin return, and that wasthat. In flat, open terrain, the effective range of aBolo's direct fire
weapons went far towards offsetting the Fenrises' missile capability by forcing them to launch at grester
range and expose their missilesto more extended defensive fire. But now the Enemy was less than
twenty-four kilometers ahead, still hidden from them by the rough, corrugated terrain.

And a that range, tracking and engagement time was going to be very short, indeed.

* * %
"Firel" Na-Lythan commanded.

The Fenrises vanished into huge boails of light, smoke, and fury as the booster charges blasted their
missiles clear of the pods. Five hundred and seventy-six flame-tailed thunderboltslifted from their
launchers, accelerating dowly. But only for an instant. As soon asthey had cleared their launchers and
reached an elevation of thirty-seven meters, just high enough above the Fenrises for the launching mechs
to clear the drive zone, their counter-gravity driveskicked in.

Cramming those drivesinto such tiny missiles had required al manner of shortcuts and engineering
compromises, and there was Smply no way to build them tough enough on such smal dimensonsto
survive the enormous power damming through them. At the best of times, the missiles drives consumed
themselvesin just under ten seconds, and they had no atmospheric control surfaces. They could not
correct their courses or evade once their drives burned out, which left them dreadfully vulnerable to
interception after that point. But for the seconds in which their drives survived, they accelerated the
missilesin which they were mounted at a hundred and seventy gravities.



At that rate of accderation, it would take them 5.38 seconds to reach their destination, and their
velocity when they did would be wdll over thirty thousand kilometers per hour.

* * %
Maneka/L azarus had known exactly what was coming.

Even before the missile ssorm howled towards her/them, BattleComp had dropped into
hyper-heuristic mode, and time seemed to dter abruptly. It dowed, solidifying around her/them, the
Enemy, theincoming missiles, likethick, clear syrup. A Bolo's hyper-heuristic modeling capabilities could
not speed the dew rate or elevation speed or rate of fire of its own wegpons, nor could it decrease the
velocity of the missiles streaking into kill her/them. But it stretched the time available for her/them to
think, to predict and evauate.

Data streamed through her/them like ariver of lightning, flickering and flashing so repidly that even
with her direct link to Lazarus, Maneka Trevor could not truly perceiveit. It wassmply and literally
impossiblefor her merely organic brain to organize datainto a comprehensible format at such an
incredible rate of speed. But if she couldn't organizeit, she could grasp it. She shared Lazarus gestdt,
shared the end result of his computations and analyss.

Stedlth features and electronic warfare systems were usaless againgt this attack. The Fenrises'
missileswere specifically designed to be stupid and blind. They would fly whatever profile had been
programmed into them before launch, and they would make up for the lack of sophisticated seekers and
tracking systems, the absence of advanced penetration EW, with the sheer volume of their fire and the
power of their warheads. They were an old-fashioned, saturation attack system, capable of in-flight
maneuversonly aslong astheir driveslasted, which defined their outer range. And the rate at which they
accelerated, the vel ocities they attained, were hard on an airframe. 1t wasn't that bad in vacuum, but, on
average, anywhere from six to seven percent of them would suffer catastrophic structurd failurein an
ar-bresthing launch. Which was cold comfort to their targets, given the numbersin which they were
launched.

The remote sensors watching the M e conians at the moment of launch had measured the missile pods
angles of train and eevation with minute, absolute precision. Datastored in Lazarus tactica files knew
the exact launch sequence, cycletime, and acceleration capability of the Fenrises' missles. Andyssof
the emission spikes as the missles were enabled, and the power levels as the launch command itself was
given and the pods cycled through the launch sequence, gave him precious fractions of a second of
warning before the missles actualy fired. And armed with all of that information, BattleComp predicted
the flight paths of those missileswith the accuracy and certainty of an Old Testament prophet declaring
thewill of God.

Point defense clugters, antipersonnd clusters, rotary cannon, even infinite repeaters were already
moving, swiveling towards the pointsin pace a which shelthey knew the missles must appear. The
towering, knife-sharp ridge line dmost exactly midway between her/them and the Enemy—the same
ridge which had protected the Fenrises from her/their Hellbore and infinite repeaters and would protect
them from the blast of their own detonating warheads—forced the missilesto climb, and at their velocity,
they could not fly atight nap-of-the-earth profile. They had to climb well clear of theridge, expose
themselvesto her/their fire, and that fire was waiting for them when they did.

The cloud of missiles pitched up over the ridge, then dropped their noses as sharply asonly
counter-grav missiles could, and streaked directly towards ManekallLazarus. Small they might be,
compared to the missiles of aBolo, but they gtill massed just under 2.4 metric tons. At their velocity, a
smplekinetic impact would have yielded the equivaent of over twenty-two metric tons of old-fashioned
TNT, but they weren't kinetic weapons.

A tornado of defengvefireripped into the missile storm as her/their defenses engaged the threst.
Lasers, flechettes, cannon shdlls, proximity-fused countermissiles which had actualy launched fractions of
asecond before the Fenrises had. It was asif asolid, incandescent battering ram lunged downward,
hurling itself acrossthe ridge at them, and its mushrooming head of flame was the missiles being splintered



and torn asunder by her/their fire.

It wasincredible. The backwash of blinding brightness from that cauldron of destruction flickered
from her/their mighty prow like lightning in the maw of ahurricane. Y et for al the precision, power, and
volume of her/their defensivefire, they smply could not stop that many missiles. Not in the time shelthey
had between the moment the missiles cleared the ridge and the moment they reached their target.

Shefthey killed many of them. Almost sx hundred had been fired a her/them, and four hundred and
seventy-three were destroyed by her/their defensive fire. Thirty-seven more suffered structura failure and
samply disintegrated, and the debris from their disintegration destroyed six more birdswhich ran into the
wreckage in flight. Nine more dipped too close to theridge line and dammed into the far Side of its crest
likeartificid meteors. But that |eft fifty-one.

Fusion warheads detonated in the split instant before they struck her/their battle screen. That screen
would have absorbed the purdly kinetic energy of those wegpons without even aflicker, but the
Meél conian wegponeers who had built them were well aware of that. And so they had designed their
warheads to detonate in the last diver of asecond before the battle screen could tear them apart. Not
even the Concordiat could have guaranteed truly simultaneous detonation of that many warheads—not at
that velocity. Six of them failed to detonate in time, rammed into ManekallLazarus battle screen, and
vanished. Another nineteen failed to detonate quickly enough and werekilled by fratricide before their
fuses activated. Which meant that "only" twenty-sx actudly detonated as planned.

Those warheads were designed for variable yield, adjustable to suit the tactica circumstances, and
Colonel Uran Na-Lythan had ordered them set for maximum yield. Low-megaton-range fireballs
dammed into her/their battle screen like brimstone dedgehammers. Her/therr fifteen-thousand-ton bulk
heaved like astorm-sick galleon as that inconceivable fury bled into her/their battle screen. Theridge
between her/them and the M e conians was high enough, thick enough, to protect them from the direct
blast of their own wespons. That was the only thing which had made it possible for Na-Lythan to wait so
long and employ them at such short range. Y et even though the blast shadow of the ridge protected them
from outright destruction, it was a very near thing for First Armored Battdion asHdll itsdf erupted on its
far Sde.

And what First Armored endured was only the back flash, only an echo, of what hammered down
upon Manekall azarus.

Pain circuits screamed as damage rode the dragon-blast of fusion through her/their defenses.
Exposed sensor arrays were stripped away. Light weapons were disabled, broken and half-molten as
blast and heat and radiation rolled over them in hobnailed boots. Y et Bolos were designed to face
exactly that dreadful ordeal. Even as concussion jarred and shuddered and heaved about her, Maneka
Trevor's body lay safe, protected at Lazarus very core behind battle screen, interna disrupter fields,
solid meters of durdloy, and every defensive barrier the Concordiat's engineers had devised in eleven
hundred years of building Bolos. But despite the protective shell wrapped about her, Maneka screamed
asthe holocaust raged outside her/their hull.

Not in fear. Not evenin protest. She screamed because Lazarus could not.

Maneka had dways known about the "pain circuits' built into Bolos. She understood the theory
behind them, the danger-avoidance mechanism borrowed from organic evolution. And sheéld aways
wondered how they actualy worked. If a Bolo—amachine, however marveloudy designed, however
magnificently capable—could truly fed pain.

Now she knew, and her body convulsed in the crash couch on Lazarus control deck as the echo of
his agony poured through her across the bridge of their link. She sensed him trying to shut that portion of
thelink down, trying to shunt the torment aside and protect her from it even as damage control systems
raced to limit thetide of physica destruction crashing over hishull, but he couldn't. The link wastoo
deep, too complete, and the only mercy was that the attack was over in so brief amoment.

Y et shelthey were in hyper-heuristic mode. What had dowed time to give them the opportunity to



andyze, plan, and respond, stretched that moment of agony into amini-eternity in Hell itself with equal
efficency.
* * %

For long seconds, Generd Ka-Frahkan was afraid Na-Lythan had miscalculated. That the
devadtation of their own warheads would destroy them, aswell asthe Bolo. His command vehicle, much
farther back than any of the armored mechs and parked in the lee of yet another hillside, was dso
designed for battle control and speed, not brute power. It was the brigade'stactical brain, the most
capable package of computers and communi cations equipment the Empire could build, protected in a
lightly armored hull faster—and far lighter—than even a Fenris. The ground-transmitted shock waves
tossed hisvehicle haf ameter into the air, and for an instant, he thought the shock wave was going to roll
it across the ground like ayouth kicking abdl. But it dammed back down onto its tracks with
bone-jarring force, instead. 1ts occupants were hurled againgt their restraints, battered and bruised, but its
suspension and el ectronics had been engineered to survive that sort of abuse, and the tactical displays
scarcely even flickered.

Not that it mattered much for the moment. All of the Empire's combat systems were fully hardened
againgt EMP, but nothing could have "seen” through the inconceivable, fusion-powered blast furnace
which had once been anarrow, scenic, pleasantly wooded mountain valey. Every drone which had had
the Bolo under direct observation had been wiped away by the fury of Na-Lythan's attack, but that, too,
had been foreseen, and fresh drones were aready launching.

Ka-Frahkan dragged himsdf back upright in his command chair, staring into the main display at the
solid wall of curdled dugt, flame, and hest rolling outward from the epicenter of the target zone.

Surely, he thought shakenly, the corner of his eye noting the red-flashing sidebars which indicated
minor damage to his own mechs despite their shielded positions, surely, not even a Bolo could survive
that! | know how tough they are, but—

And then, scorched and seared, patches of itsfrontal armor glowing with white heat where the
antiplasma appliqués had been stripped away, along, wide mountain of iodine-dark duraloy topped the
ridgeline and came out of that vortex of destruction likeacurse.

Eighty-seven meterslong, from prow to aftermost antimissile battery. Bogey whedsSx metersin
diameter and eight grinding tracks, each eight meters wide with track plates aquarter of ameter thick. A
dab-faced turret, towering twenty-seven meters above the ground, mounted on ahull so broad it ill
managed to seem low-dung, dmost deek. lon-bolt infinite repeatersin secondary turrets, already
swiveling towards their targets, and armored dabsrising as a quartet of hatches on its foredeck opened
and thirty-centimeter mortars went to rapid fire. And even as he watched, the main turret's massive
Héellbore locked on Colondl Na-Lythan's command Surtur .

Impossible. The thought went through him with the atavigtic terror of some primitive cave-dwelling
ancestor face-to-face with the most terrifying predator of hisworld. It can't be here. It can't!

* % %

Maneka/lazarus topped the ridge.

Echoes of agony still reverberated through her/them, but they were secondary, unimportant.
Something to be brushed aside in her/their concentration.

Damage reports cascaded through her/them. One infinite repeater destroyed outright; the second
wegpon in the same turret disabled until damage control could repair the jammed training gear. Forward
sensors reduced to 71.06 percent of base capability. Number Three track severely damaged. Starboard
forward track shield buckled, locked in the lowered position, plowing through soil and stone as shelthey
rumbled forward. Forward antipersonnel clusters, reduced to 11.19 percent base capability. Forward
point defense, 23.71 percent base capability. Battle screen, 74.32 percent base capability. Minor hull
breachesin sectors Alpha-Three, Alpha-Five, and Alpha-Seven. BattleComp at only 89.93 percent of
base capability, mostly from shock damage aready being repaired.



Shelthey were hurt—badly—hut shefthey brushed that knowledge aside like the anguish of the pain
circuits. Shef'they charged ahead under emergency military power a her/their maximum sprint speed of a
hundred and thirty-five kilometers per hour, despite her/their track damage, and even before shelthey
topped the ridge, her/their main turret had been laid on the coordinates of the Surtur which sgnds
andysshad identified as the armored battalion's command vehicle.

* % %

TheBolo fired.

Na-Lythan's Surtur exploded like avolcano as a 110-centimeter Hellbore punched a2.75
megaton/second battering ram through it. The Surtur 's armor and battle screen might have dowed that
focused blast of plasmadown, but they never had a prayer of sopping it. It dammed straight through the
vehicleés heart, blasting out the far side with sufficient resdua energy to blow atwenty-five-meter crater
in the diff beyond.

* * %

Shelthey noted the destruction of the first Enemy heavy, and her/their surviving starboard infinite
repesters locked onto the nearest Fenris, spewing bolts at maximum ratefire. The Fenris' lighter battle
screen glared, flickering with white-hot fury astheion bolts chewed into it. The medium mech threw
emergency power to its screens, but even asit sought to bolster them, black patches of locd failure
began to appear, and shelthey held it locked in her/their sights while shelthey poured fireinto it.

But the Fenris was only a secondary threet, and her/their main turret swivelled, traversing a
maximum speed, searching for the second Surtur on her/their port side.
The Surtur firedfird.

* * %

The forward turret of Mgor Sa-Thor's heavy bel ched white fury while the after turret was il
training frantically around to bring its weaponsto beer.

Ka-Frahkan saw thetrio of Hellbores lash out at the Bolo. The Human mech's battle screen was
better than anything Ka-Frahkan's units had, but it wasn't enough to absorb those ravening bolts at such a
short range. It dowed them—and, he knew, siphoned off much of their power for its own use, although
the People's battle screen couldn't do that—but it couldn't stop them. They dammed into the
plasma-shedding ceramic appliqués on its port side, and one of itsinfinite repester turrets exploded as
one of the balts blasted through itsfrontal armor. Another of Sa-Thor's bolts dammed into the heavy
armored plate of its forward starboard track shield, and the Bolo staggered as the plasma punched
straight through the shield and sheared away two of itsroad whedls. The massive track itself shattered,
and the Bolo ran forward off of it, its peed dropping asit |eft the tangled ruin behind like the cast-off
skin of some huge serpent. Thethird and last of Sa-Thor's shotsimpacted directly on the frontal armor of
the massive turret. Antiplasma ceramic shattered, a meter-wide patch of duralloy vaporized, and a
glowing crater deep enough to envelop Ka-Frahkan to thewaist if held stood inside it blasted into the
turret armor.

But the armor held. That shot would have destroyed any Surtur ever built, but the Bolo'srapidly
traversing turret didn't even dow.

* * %

Maneka Trevor's teeth clenched as afresh lightning bolt of agony ripped through her. Shefdt the
woundstorn into her/their armored body, and her/their entire hull rocked with the massive transfer energy
blagting into her/them.

Number Two Secondary turret was destroyed, taking two more of her/their infinite repeaterswith it.
Shelthey were down to only six, and the hit which had destroyed Number Two blasted down the turret's
accesstrunk. A capacitor ring blew, adding its own stored energy to the blast front, and adisrupter
shield failed. Side blast damaged the traversing motors for Number Three Secondary—not fatally, but
enough to impose seriousfire control limitations. The tide of destruction cascaded on inward, but the



secondary disrupter shield held, stopping it short of her/their core hull.

Shelthey staggered again asthe outer forward track disintegrated. The drivetrain to the independently
powered road whedls exploded as the savage power surge of the hit bled into it, but she/they managed to
disengage the transmissions, and at least the bare whedl s rotated fredly as shefthey continued to drive
ahead on her/their remaining seven track systems.

The hit on her/their turret was actudly the least serious of the three. A Bolo turret face, like the frontal
armor of its glacis plates, was dmost inconceivably thick and tough. Her/their turret had been designed to
survive a least one direct hit from her/their own main battery weapon; the lighter Melconian plasma bolts
could tear away the outer layer of antiplasma ceramic and blast deeply into the duralloy beneath, but they
could not penetrate without multiple hitsin the same spot, and her/their Hellbore fired in the instant the
gtill-traversing turret swept it across the second Surtur .

* % %

Magor Sa-Thor's vehicle smply vanished asits powerplant lost containment in a stupendous eruption
of light and heet. It was asif yet another warhead had detonated in the center of the First Armored's own
position. One of thetwo Fenrises attached to the Surtur wastoo close. The blast front caught it,
stripped away its battle screen, and hurled it bodily sideways. It rolled amost al the way up onto itsside
before it crashed back down on itstracks again, and even asit came back upright, four of the Bolo's
infinite repeaters ripped into its relatively thin Sde armor. With no baitle screen to interdict, they opened
the helpless vehicle like aused ration pack, and it exploded bare seconds after its Surtur .

KaFrahkan clung to the arms of his command chair, staring into his display as the bellowing Bolo
rampaged through the perimeter of hislast armored battalion's defensive position. Its starboard
secondary weapons had continued to hammer at the closer of Na-Lythan's Fenrises, and Ka-Frahkan
bared hisfangsin furious grief asthat mech, too, blew apart with the fury of afailing powerplant.

Thesurviving two Fenrises of Na-Lythan's forward fists stood their ground even asthe Bolo's
forward-mounted mortars hammered their battle screen with hundreds of 30-centimeter rounds. The
mortar shells hypervelocity, salf-forging penetrators were individually too light to punch through the
screen, but stopping scores of them forced the mechsto divert power from their own offensive weapons,
and their crews knew full well that it was no more than amatter of seconds before the infinite repesters
which had aready disemboweled two of their battalion mates did the sameto them. Y et they held thelr
positions, blasting away a minimum range with ther far lighter Hellbores, and lightning flashed and
danced across the Bolo's prow. But the Fenrises' wegpons had too little penetration. Blinding light
erupted in hellish strobes across its battle screen, gyred and danced acrossits glacis like enraged
demons, but they couldn't get through the combination of the Human mech's better screen and far heavier
frontal armor. Their own tracks spun, throwing out rooster tails of pulverized soil, asthey tried to
maneuver around the Bolo's flanks, tried to get at itsthinner sde armor. But they weretoo far away, inits
forward firing arc, and itsturret continued to traverse. Its Hellbore lined up on the closer Fenris, and a
heartbest later it had blotted away yet another of Na-Lythan's unitsin afountain of incandescent fire.

* * %

Shelthey noted the destruction of thethird Fenris.

The rapidfire hits of the Enemy vehicles lighter weapons had rocked her/them and tracked glowing
cratersthirty centimeters deep across her/their glacisin two ragged lines. Where they crossed, two hitsin
amost exactly the same place had blasted the better part of half ameter into her/their frontal armor, but
even that amounted to no more than superficid damage.

Shelthey ignored it, and her/their port secondary battery caught the fourth Fenris in aninterweaving
tracery of ion bolts. The shrieking energy wesapons flayed the Fenris with afan of glittering, lethaly
beautiful fire, and it staggered to a hdt, then exploded as the bolts punched through itsflimsy armor.

* * *

Two entire fists gone—simply gone. Wiped away.



Thedask Ka-Frahkan shook his head in stunned disbdlief. No, not disbdief—the desire to
dishdlieve. To rgect what he was seeing.

But the demonic Bolo paid no attention to hisdesire. It did to astop, crouching amid the shattered,
flaming carcasses of its daughtered victims, and turned ever so dightly, presenting only its bow to his
sngleremaining fist. The long, deadly tube of its Hellbore traversed once more, and then six Hellbore
bolts came shrieking to meet it.

* % %

Theremaning Surtur did exactly what Colonel Na-Lythan had hoped it might. Its distanceto the
rear, the fleeting seconds shelthey had taken to kill the forward fists, had given its organic crew precious
time. Timeto traverse their turrets. To pick their aming point.

To fire before shelthey could acquire their own vehicle. . . and thistime, al six of its Hellboreswould
bear

Shelthey heaved indescribably as 6.1 megatons/second of energy smashed into her/their fronta battle
screen. Damage warnings screamed through her/their systems as her/their battle screen did its best. It
managed to absorb almogt thirty percent of the destructive energy, and it diverted that stolen power to its
own use and the reinforcement of her/their forward internal disrupter shields. It deflected another
thirty-five percent of the damage beforeit failed completely, but over athird of the total energy carved
into her/their glacis plate, and two of the Hellbore bolts impacted less than two meters gpart.

Not even aBolo could shrug off that sort of damage.

Duraloy shattered and vaporized, and her/their Maneka half remembered another battle, another
Bolo—another hit that had ripped through armor and blasted deep into a command deck.

The damage carved glowing wounds fifteen meters deep that drove her/their entire gargantuan hull
backward on her/their suspension. The magazine for her/their mortars exploded, but those weapons had
been placed where they werein no small part to absorb damage which got through the outer armored
shdll, and they did just that. Specidly designed blast panels blew outward, venting internal pressure and
heat. The outermost shell of disrupter shieldsfailed, but they lasted long enough to channel and deflect
gtill more of the damage, and the secondary shell—overhauled and upgraded when Lazarus was rebuilt
and reinforced by the energy stolen from the very weapons trying to tear her/them apart—held.

The agony blazing in her/their pain circuits was indescribable, but shelthey rocked back forward,
settling back onto her/their tracks, and her/their turret had never stopped traversing even asthe forward
sixteen percent of her/their hull was torn open.

* * %

For onefleeting instant, Ka-Frahkan alowed himsalf to hope once more. Na-Lythan'slast Surtur
had succeeded in the mission the colond had assigned to it. Asthe Bolo staggered bodily backward,
bel ching heat and incandescence in acloud of vaporized aloy, hefdt certain that his people had managed
tokill it at last.

Andthenit fired.

* % %

Thefind Surtur vanished in asun-bright burst of fury, and she/they turned on its supporting Fenrises

* * %

Thedask Ka-Frahkan sat motionless. There was nothing else he could do. He felt Na-Sdlth at his
elbow, felt the other members of his command vehicle's crew Sitting equally motionless, slently, joined
with him in amoment of helpless awareness of how closeto victory they had come.

The Bolo was brutaly damaged. One more hit on its shattered forward hull—even from a Fenris'
light Hellbore—must surely have killed it. But that hit was never scored.

One Fenris exploded dmogt in the same ingtant as the Surtur, ripped apart by adeadly hail of fire



from the Bolo'sinfinite repesters. And that deadly, deadly main turret—the turret which had never
paused, never hesitated for an instant asits tracked from one target straight onto the next—turned to face
the last Me conian armored mech on the entire planet. Then its Hellbore fired for the fourth—and
find—time.

Eighteen seconds, asmdl, impossibly cam corner of Ka-Frahkan's brain whispered asthe
informeation flashed on his digpassonate, uncaring tactica display. Eighteen seconds fromitsfirst main
battery shot to its last. That was how long it took.

That same cam voice was il gpesking in his mind when the Bolo's remaining starboard infinite
repesters tracked around onto his command vehicle.

9

Mary Lou Atwater cringed as afresh explosion chewed another chunk out of her perimeter . . . and
killed eight more of her militiatroopers.

Y et another assault rolled right in behind the explosion, and she crouched in the bottom of her
hole—her original command post had been destroyed over an hour ago—and concentrated on her
HUD'siconography.

"Hammer-Two, | heed mortar fire on Québec-Kilo-Seven-Three! Saturation pattern—and be ready
togofusonthistime!"

"Yes, maam!" Lieutenant Smithson, who commanded what had abruptly become her only mortar
platoon in the very opening phase of the attack, acknowledged.

"Backstop-One, get those Hellbores trained around! They're coming through Québec-Kilo, and
they've il got at least one of those goddamned Heimdalls left!™

She heard Sergeant Everard Rodriguez, the commander of one of her two surviving antiarmor
sections respond, but she was aready turning away to the next command. Her reserve was down to a
sngle platoon, and she wanted desperately to avoid committing it. Once she did, sheld have nothing left
to plug the next hole with, unless she could somehow extract something—anything—from the chaotic
madness crashing over her perimeter.

Maneka Trevor had confirmed the destruction of the remaining Me conian armored units—was it
redly eighty-seven minutes ago?—but whoever wasin command of this particular pack of Dogs had
launched his attack on Fourth Battalion before Trevor ever engaged the enemy armor. Atwater knew she
should be grateful that those Surturs and Fenrises weren't crunching in on her a the sametime, and she
was. But that didn't make the thirty-two percent casuaties shed aready taken any less agonizing. Nor
did the knowledge that the M e conians had lost far more heavily than she had.

Sofar, at least.

"Breakthrough! Québec-Kilo-Eight-Niner!"

"Hammer-Two, | want fusion now! Québec-Kilo-Eight-Niner!"



"Yes, maam! Ten count!"
"All units, Gold-One! Fireintheholeinten, nine, eight ... !"

Six low kiloton-range mortar roundsfell exactly on the zero mark, and every trooper in Fourth
Battalion was belly-down in the degpest hole he or she could find as the earth beneath them bellowed
and heaved.

Atwater hated using them at dl like hell, but she didn't have much choice. The battalion's air defenses
had stopped most of theinitial Mel conian bombardment pretty much cold, and the Dog Boys infantry
units were much less lavishly equipped with fusion rounds than many of the opponents the Concordiat
had fought over itslong and bloody history. But three had gotten through, and they'd been hdllishly
accurate. Atwater knew the M conians hadn't managed to get close-range recon drones over her
position for at least three hours prior to their attack, nor had they even attempted to penetrate the
battalion's defended airgpace with manned recon units. Y et somehow, they had managed to score direct
hits on her command post, one of her three antiarmor Hellbore sections, Captain Hearst's second mortar
platoon (and Captain Hearst herself), and a quarter of Bravo Company. All three targets had been
deeply dug in, and al of the battalion's personnel werein the best individua powered armor the
Concordiat knew how to build, but there had been zero survivors from any of those three hits.

Atwater had lost her command staff, her executive officer, and the battalion's main communications
capability in thefirst twenty seconds of the attack. She hersdf was dive only because sheld been
forward, consulting with Alpha Company's CO, at the moment the attack rolled in, and the confusion and
temporary loss of cohesion that devastatingly accurate blow had delivered had alowed the Dogsto get
the better part of a complete battalion across the fire zone Bravo Company was supposed to have
covered. The enemy infantry and their APCs had paid a heavy price, but the survivors—well over haf of
the troops they'd committed to the thrus—had made it into the dead ground at the edge of Bravo's
perimeter, and they'd been pushing hard to cut deeper through Bravo ever since. Now they were driving
furioudy forward once more, spending their own liveslike water in their frantic effort to bresk through.

Which waswhy Bravo Company was down to twelve effectives.. . . and why Mary Lou Atwater
had just called down nuclear suppressive fire on top of her own survivors postion.

She made hersdlf watch her HUD asfive of Bravo's remaining green icons turned crimson, then
blinked out.

These bastards just don't care, she thought, shoving hersalf upright in her hole once more. Dug,
dirt, and debris dithered off her armor, and she checked her radiation counter. Thank God both humanity
and the Dog Boys had learned how to make clean fusion weapons centuries ago! Between them, they'd
popped off enough by now to have sdted thisvaley with lethd-level poisoning for the next five or ten
thousand years, if they'd still been using old-style weapons. Not that low radiation levels made the blast
and thermal effects any easier to live with, even for itty-bitty things like mortar rounds.

Not that anybody really cares about background radiation these days, atiny corner of her brain
thought even asthe other ninety-five percent fought to sort out the Stuation. It looked like sheld at least
stopped that breakthrough attempt, and it had probably cost the Dogs at |east another fifty or sixty
troopers. But what did she do about the hole?

"Uniform-Seven, Gold-One. Get your people over to Québec-Kilo-Eight and shut the door on these
fuckerg"

"Gold-One, Uniform-Seven copies.” Platoon Sergeant Fiona Sugiyama's voice sounded camer than
she could possibly be. But then, perhaps Atwater's did, too. "We're on our way."

It's only a matter of time before one of these Puppies gets close enough to do us all with one of
their big-assed demo charges, shetold hersdf, following up her origind thought. Whatever happens,
they aren't going home, and they know it. So some floppy-eared son-of-a-bitch is going to come
charging through here with a five- or ten-megaton charge strapped to his back, and when he
does—



"Gold-One, I've got vehicle movement, Romeo-Mike sector,” one of her remaining sensor teams
reported. " Ground shocksre consistent with minimum one Heimdall and six-plus APCd"

"Shit!" Atwater muttered under her breath as the fresh icons dropped onto her HUD. Just what she
didn't need with Sugiyama's people aready committed. But at least it was relatively close to Rodriguez's
antiarmor section. "Backstop-One, Gold-One. Watch your three o'clock! Y ou've got company coming!”

"Gold-One, Backstop-One copies,” Rodriguez said tersdly.

Atwater punched acommand into her chest pack, reconfiguring her HUD to show suspected enemy
dispositions, and winced. They'd already killed at least an entire Concordiat battalion worth of the
Melconians, but Fourth was getting ground away in the process. In another fifteen minutes—haf an hour,
tops—the surviving Dogs were going to grind right across what used to be Fourth Battalion, and the fact
that they'd been so chewed up that the rest of Brigadier Jeffords people would be able to swat them
amost casualy wasn't going to be much comfort to her people's ghosts. But what—

A fresh, huge explosion thundered as Rodriguez's Hellbores nailed the Heimdall the ingtant itsturret
showed. But nine Md conian APCswere right behind the larger reconnai ssance mech. They used the
explosonitsef for cover, driving through it at their maximum speed, and fire dammed back and forthina
knife-range shootout between Rodriguez's battery and the light armored vehicles.

The Mée conians won. Rodriguez's people killed six of them, but the other three turned the antiarmor
battery into shattered wreckage and shredded flesh before the gunners could relay their weapons.
Infantry spilled out of the three surviving APCs, firing short-range, man-portable antitank wespons at
their armored human opponents. Eight more of Atwater's militiamen went down—three of them dead,
two of them dying—before ahurricane of defensive fire cut down the Me conian infantry and picked of
their vehicles.

"Mgor, weve got more coming right behind them!™ her sensor team commander shouted. "Here
they—"

The voice chopped off abruptly, another icon turned crimson, and Mary Lou Atwater snatched up a
dead militiaman's plasmarifle. Therifle was ateam-served wegpon, with aminimum crew of two,
according to the Book, but powered armor's exoske eton had to be good for something . . . and she
didn't have any damned body else to send.

She started off at adead run.

* k%

"Push them! They're breaking—so push them!" Colond Verank Ka-Somd bellowed into his
microphone, pounding one clawed fist on his console. "Get in there and kill these vermin!™

His command vehicle's crew hunched their shoulders, concentrating on their own displays, their own
tactica plots. The fanaticism—the madness—in Ka-Soma's voice lashed at them, but no one protested.
No one wanted to protest. Mad Ka-Soma might be, but he wasfar from donein that. And evenif he
had been, every person in that vehicle knew they were al doomed. So why not kill as many of their
killersasthey could before they died?

"There!" Ka-Somal barked. "L ook there! Na-Rohrn did it—he broke their perimeter! We've got
them now, so—"

"Incoming!"

Ka-Soma had time to turn towards the voice. Time to see the fresh icons suddenly blossoming on
the digplays. Timeto redize his vengeance quest had just ended.

Mary Lou Atwater did to ahdt asthe flight of missiles shrieked over what was | eft of Fourth
Battaion, banked sharply around an outthrust flank of mountain, and vanished asthey stresked up the
valey to the northwest across the Melconians positions.

She tracked them visudly and then bared her teeth in aferocious smile of triumph as only two of



them were picked off by the Me conian defenses.

So we got enough of you bastards after all, shethought fiercely. Blew a big enough hole in your
umbrella for Trevor to get through to you at last!

There were no evil, anvil-headed mushroom clouds, heaving themsel ves upright across the heavens.
Those missiles carried not fusion warheads, but cluster submunitions, and arolling surf of
explosons—chemicd, but vastly more powerful than anything pre-space humanity had ever dreamed
of—marched up the valley in boots of flame. A second flight of missilesfollowed hard on the hedls of the
firg, then athird. A fourth.

The hurricane of indirect fire which had been pounding on Fourth Battalion for what seemed an
eternity stopped. It didn't gradualy wind down, didn't taper off. It Smply stopped, like theturning of a
switch, asManeka Trevor and Lazarus, still well over fifty kilometers away and reduced to amaximum
speed of barely sixty kilometers per hour, swept the Mel conian positions with abroom of fire.

Smal armsfire continued to spatter across the militia's positions, but it was nothing compared to the
weight of fire which had been beating across the battaion. Mot of it was smple power riflefire, without
ahopein theworld of penetrating the human defenders armor, and Mary Lou Atwater's expression was
afrightening thing to see.

"All right, people," her voice said harshly over the com. "The Old Lady just broke these goddamned
bastards backs. Now let's get in there and finish the job for her!”

Maneka Trevor finished sealing her battle dress uniform. She didn't have amirror, but she didn't
redly need one. She dtill wore the neura interface headset, and athough she and Lazarus were no longer
welded into asingle entity, she was sufficiently linked to him to use his command tac's optica pickupsto
examine her gppearance.

"l suppose | should have put this thing on sooner,” she remarked, and shook her head. "How'siit
going to look in the history books when they find out | spent the entire battlein a swmimsuit?'

"| propose that we smply never tdll themyou did," Lazarus voicereplied. "It did not, after dl, have
any negative impact on your performance during thet battle.”

"No, | suppose not,” she said. "On the other hand, if either of us had remembered | had a spare on
board, | would have changedinto it.”

"Unlike humans, | am incapable of forgetting,” Lazarus pointed out. "Or, & least, of forgetting by
accident. | did not forget in thisinstance, either. It smply did not occur to me to mention it to you.”

"Weve been spending too much time together,” shetold him, smiling crookedly at the visua pickup.
"We're garting to think—and not think—too much dike."

"Perhaps," Lazarus said serendly. "I believe, however, that in thisinstance we have earned theright to
some minor idiosyncrasies on your part.”

"Maybe s0," she said bleakly, her smile disappearing, "but other people paid even more than you did
for thisone, Lazarus." Sheinhaed deeply. "So now that I'm dressed, | supposeit'stimeto go.”

Lazarus said nothing, but she felt him in the back of her brain, till joined through the headset, and the
access hatch did silently openin wordlessinvitation.

She stepped through it, turned to the internd ladder, and started climbing downwards. It was hard, in
someways, to fully accept, on aviscerd level, how badly Lazarus had been damaged. The spaces
through which she passed on her way down the ladders were asimmaculate, as brightly lit, as ever, and
the enviro plant was undamaged. The air was cooal, clean, with just ahint of ozone. It was, she reflected,
agark reminder of just how huge afifteen-thousand-ton vehicle actudly was.

But then she reached the bottom of the final ladder, climbed through the belly hatch, and stepped out
under Lazarus huge bulk, and the harsh reality dammed down on her like ahammer.

Shewas glad sheld finally remembered she had the uniform on board. Dinochrome Brigade battle



dress was designed with momentslike thisin mind, and she could dmost fed its sophisticated fabric
adjudting itsdf about her. 1t wasn't bulletproof, though it did have some antibdlistic qualities, but it was an
extremdy efficient hostile-environment suit. The clear hood deployed upward, snugging itself about her
head and face, at the same time the deeve cuffs extruded the protective gloves. She wasn't quite aswell
shielded as Mgjor Atwater's armored personnel, but her battle dress was thoroughly up to the task of
handling the contamination which even the rlaively "clean” wegpons used here had |eft behind.

She stood for amoment, looking at the yawning gap where Lazarus outboard forward starboard
track had been. She could have driven asmdl aircar through the hole the Surtur's Hellbore had blown
through the track shield and road wheels. As she gazed at the jagged-edged wound, she wondered how
that hit had failed to carry through to the next track systemin. Until, that was, shelooked at the vicious
scarring on theinner boundary shield which was normally lowered between track syssemswhen aBolo
cleared for action.

"Thank God they build Bolostough,” she said fervently.

"A sentiment which | have shared on severd occasons now," Lazarus agreed. She heard hisvoice
over her mastoid com implant, and something like asublimina echo of it through the headset. It was just
ahit disorienting, even now, but it was aso a sensation she had become accustomed to over the past
couple of years. And given how severely Lazarus forward hull had been damaged, she wasn't about to
disconnect until both of them knew his damage control systemstruly did have the Situation well in hand.

Shewalked forward, but not asfar as she normally would have. The tangled wreckage hanging down
over the crippled track shield gave off an unpleasantly high radiation signature even for someonein
Brigade uniform. She stepped out from under the Bolo, into itsimmense shadow, and saw an armored
figure with the flashes of amgor sanding to wait for her.

"Mary Lou," she said quietly over her com.
"Maneka," Atwater replied.
"I'm sorry,” Manekasaid. "We got back here as quickly aswe could, but—"

"Don't say it," Atwater cut her off. "Y eah, we got reamed. | figure fifty-seven percent casudties, three
quarters of them fatal. That's the price we paid, and Jesus, it hurt. But you didn't have one damned thing
to do with what happened here. Y ou did your job; we did ours, and thanks to the fact that your missiles
saved our asses, some of us are still around afterward. And maybe, just maybe, the people who are
going to live on this planet athousand years from now because you did your job, will remember our
names and figurewe did dl right, too. And if they don't," Maneka realized there was an edge of genuine
amusement in Atwater's voice, "then screw 'em! 'Cause you, me, my people, and Lazarus—we're
damned sure going to remember we did, right?*

"For my part, certainly, Mgjor," Lazarus said over hisexterna speakers, and Atwater snorted a
harsh laugh.

"Wdll, there you are, Maneka! | think we can trust Lazarusto seeto it the history books get it
graight. | mean, who's going to argue with him?'

"Point taken," Maneka agreed.

"Good! And now, Captain Trevor, if you'd come with me, there are some people who'd like to
shake your hand, | believe."

Private KarshaNaVarsk crouched in his vantage point, staring down at the Human position while
his stunned brain tried to come to grips with what had happened.

The Brigade was gone. He himself was amogt certainly the last survivor, and he had no ideawhy he
was il dive. Hed provided the information for the initid bombardment'stargeting, and held tried sniping
the Humans from his towering position once the attack actudly rolled in. He knew held discharged his
forward scout'sduty well . . . for dl the good it had done in the end. But his efforts as a sniper had been



completely wasted. Even at point-blank range, his power rifle probably wouldn't have managed to inflict
any true damage on the Humans powered armor. He supposed that it was only the sheer volume of fire
being exchanged which had kept some Human's armor's sensors from back-plotting his own fire and
locating him at the height of the battle, and held stopped wasting power taking hisfutile shotslong before
the accursed Bolo had completed its daughter of his comrades. He hadn't known at the time why held
bothered to stop. Now he did.

He watched the one Human below him who was not in powered armor walking away from the Bolo,
and hislipswrinkled back from his canines.

"—s0 they came around that bend about then,” Mgor Atwater told Maneka, waving one armored
arm up thevaley. "We had our sensors out, but their opening bombardment . . ." She shook her head
behind the visor of her helmet. "I saw some nasty targeting while | was till a Jarhead, but thiswas just
about the worst. We wouldn't have gotten hurt nearly as bad if they hadn't screwed over our command
and control from the get-go. Y ou'd dmost think—"

Something punched suddenly into Maneka.

Na-Varsk shouted doud in triumph as the uniformed figure so far below went down. He tracked it,
reacquiring it in hisdectronic sghts, and his eyeswere ugly. That Human was dmost certainly dready
dead, but before they managed to find him, he would make absolutely sure.

Helad the bright red dot of hiseectronic sght on the fallen figure's head and began to squeeze the
firing sud.

Mary Lou Atwater was gtill frozen in shock, her armor splashed with Maneka's blood, when
Lazarus port infinite repeater battery snapped suddenly around. Shejust had timeto realize what was
happening when the Bolo opened fire and two thousand square meters of mountainside erupted in flame,
smoke, dust, and flying fragments of shattered stone.

* * %
<It hurts>

<I know.>

Shetried to open her eyes, but they refused to obey. She tried to move her arms, but they refused to
move.

<Lazarus?> She was vaguely surprised therewas o little fear in her mental voice.
<Y ou have been shot,> the Lazarus presence said insde her brain.
<A sniper?> Shefdt his confirmation, and something amost like aslent chuckle ran through the red

haze of anguish enveloping her. <Figures. Had to make atarget out of myself putting this damned uniform
on, didnt 17>

<| should have detected his presence before he fired.> Self-condemnation was like some huge, stony
weight in Lazarus voice.

<Not your fault.> Sheredlized, vaguely, that Lazarus had pulled them both into hyper-heuristic
mode. Which was odd. She hadn't realized they could do that when their personalities weren't fully
merged. Then sheredized her mind wasn't really working very well.

<How bad isit?> she asked.

<Very bad,> Lazarustold her quietly, hisvoice unflinching. <Mgor Atwater'ssenior medicis
working to save your life, Maneka. He will not succeed.>

<Oh.> She supposed she ought to have reacted more strongly to that, but somehow she couldn't.

Shefdt Lazarus, asif hewere. .. coming physicadly closer to her. Asif he had arms, and they were
lifting her up as her own presence seemed to be fading.



<It'scold, Lazarus,> she thought.

<I know,> he said gently.

<I had so many things | meant to do,> shetold him, aware even as she did that she was losing focus,
beginning to drift.

<I know,> he repeated.

<Youll tel Edmund? Tdl him I'm sorry?>>

<I will,> he promised.

<I wonder if Bolos have souls?> she wondered through the chill, drifting blackness. <I hope so. |
hope Benjy iswaiting for me out there. If heis, well both wait for you, too, Lazarus. | promise.>

<I know,> he said yet again.

<Hold me?> she asked, feding her anchor fraying, her oddly detached mind and thoughts floating
further and further from her physica presence.

<Of course,> that gentle voice said from the blackness, and she sensed those huge, invisble arms
folding themsdlvestightly about her. Even her detached thoughts knew that was ridiculous, that Bolos had
no arms. But redlity was unimportant just now. <I will hold you until the end, Maneka> hisvad,
comforting voice said.

<Good,> she murmured, nestling down into the embrace like adeepy child. She sensed the flow
between them, the glowing, intricately woven web which had made them one, dlowed them to
accomplish so much, and the beauty of it glittered before her fading menta eyelike atapestry of light. But
the tapestry was dso fading, dimming as she gazed at it, and she was oddly content to watch it go.

Therewasslencefor atime. A very long time, for two beingsjoined in the hyper-heurigtic redlity of
Bolo-kind. And then, at the very last, Maneka Trevor spoke once more to the enormous presence
shdltering theflicker of her life.

<It'scold, Lazarus,> she whispered deepily. <It'ssocold . . .>

10

Edmund Hawthorne sat on the bluff above the ocean, watching itswrinkled silver and black roll
towards him endlessy under Indrani's two moons. He could hear the booming mutter of the surf &t the
foot of the bluff, exploding in spouts of slver-struck foam and heaving black water, and the light of the
paired moons spilled across the sealike rippled searchlights. The breeze atop the bluff was stiff, ruffling
hishair and plucking at his clothing, bringing him the scent of the ocean mingled with the perfume of the
native, night-flowering bushes about him which they hadn't gotten around to naming yet.

He raised the bottle to eye height, holding it up between him and the brighter of the two moonsto
peer at thelevd insdeit. Still dmost half full, he noted. At the rate he was going, it would probably last
him till at least first moonset. Of course, he could dwaysjust dug it back, useit for anesthesa There
were times he was tempted to do just that, despite hisinnate distaste for maudlin melodrama. It would be



niceto forget, however briefly, how much it hurt. Someone had once told him that pain was part of life,
that loss was the price human beings paid for dlowing themsalvesto carein thefirst place. Hed thought
at thetimethat it was aremarkably platitudinous thing for areasonably intelligent person to say. In fact,
hedill did.

Unfortunately, platitudes usualy became platitudesin the first place because of the truth buried at
their hackneyed cores. And it did hurt. Jesus, but it hurt.

Hetook another swallow, and smooth, liquid fire flowed down histhroat, like biting honey with just
an edge of rawness.

Lauren Hanover was awoman of many parts, he reflected with a chuckle as he lowered the bottle
once more. Not only had she saved her industrial module from the Dog Boys, but she'd put together a
remarkably good digtillery. At least she'd bothered to clear it with Governor Agnelli's council ahead of
time, unlike one or two other operators he could think of. And once she had the opportunity to age some
of it properly and take that raw edge off, she was probably going to become comfortably wedthy off of
it. But for now, shewas till giving away bottles of what she called "test product” to friends.

"Thefird tasteisfree,' hey, Lauren?' he murmured. "That's okay. That'sfine."

He realized held spoken aloud and looked around. Maybe held been killing this bottle alittle more
quickly than held thought he was, if he was starting to talk to himself. Or, worse, to people who weren't
there. But there was no one to hear. No one but Lazarus, parked well back from the edge of the bl uff,
main battery trained out to sea. And Lazarus was wise enough to leave aman to histhoughts, evenif the
thinker in question was close enough to drunk to be speaking those thoughts out loud.

Hawthorne's mouth twisted with a bitterness he knew was totaly unfair as he gazed at the towering,
moon-shot black bulk of the Bolo. It wasn't Lazarus fault. It wasn't anyone'sfault, asde from the
goddamned Melconians. Mary Lou Atwater blamed hersef for it. He felt confident that Lazarus blamed
himsdlf for it, too. But it was just one of those things, he supposed. One of those damned, bitterly ironic
things

He capped the bottle carefully and lay back in the fiff, native grasses, listening to them hissand rustle
inthewind. Thefaint sounds of machinery cameto him through the wind sound. They'd been going on
nonstop, day and night, for the fifty-three days, twelve hours, and—he raised hisforearm to consult his
chrono—thirty-seven minutes since Lazarus had come grinding out of the mountains on his crippled
tracks with his commander's body sealed inside the standard, military-issue body bag on his missile deck.
Hisinternal damage control and repair systems had aready been doing what they could; the other repair
remotes had deployed themsealves from the automated depot aboard the assault pod after he had paused
in the exact center of Landing while an honor guard of Jeffords militiaremoved Manekas body from his
careat last.

The Bolo hadn't said aword. It had smply sat there, optical heads tracking as the militiamen and
women carried Maneka away, and then every one of its surviving secondary and tertiary wespons had
elevated in salute before it lurched back into maotion.

No one had been quite certain where Lazarus was going, but they should have guessed, Hawthorne
thought. This had been Manekas favorite spot. She'd often parked Lazarus here and sat up on top of his
main turret to enjoy the dien gtars, the moonlight, and the sea. Now Lazarus stood in exactly the same
spot, attended by the mechanica minionswho were repairing as much of his damage asthey could.

Until they got their indugtrid infrastructure up and running, it would beimpassible to repair him fully,
of course. Just fabricating the necessary duralloy would be impossible for at |east another couple of
years. But Jeffords, Maneka's successor as the colony's senior military officer, had shared the Bolo's
anaysswith Hawthorne. The odds were overwhel ming—abetter than 99.95 percent, according to
Lazarus—that the M conian transport which had managed to follow them here was the only ship which
knew where they'd gone. If there had been a second ship, then the soonest it could possibly bring other
Dog Boy warships back to Lakshmaniah would be at least three standard yearsin the future. By that



time, it should be possible to complete the repairsto Lazarus armor, athough that probably wouldn't
meatter if the Me conians sent dong aproper task force.

Thered been some debate about |oading everyone back aboard the transports, moving on just in
case, but the debate hadn't [asted long. The odds against their successfully locating another suitable
colony site and developing it were dmost Six hundred times as greet as the probability of encountering a
follow-up Meconian attack here. The decision to remain where they were was undoubtedly the correct
one, based on those probahilities, but that hadn't really mattered. The settlers of Indrani had paid cash for
their new home world. Thiswas the world the men and women of Fourth Battalion, the personnel of
Industrial Module Two, the crew of Salingrad, Guthrie Chin, Mickey, and Maneka Trevor had died to
defend, and the people of Indrani were through running. Thiswas where they, and their children, and
their children's children would remain, and if the Me conian Empire came after them, they would tear out
itsthroat with their bare teeth.

It was good that Bolo logic had supported human illogic in this case, Hawthorne thought, uncapping
the bottle and taking another swallow. Because whether it had or not, the illogic would have triumphed in
the end. He was certain of that.

He snorted and sat back up, turning to gaze back westward, away from the sea. Heimagined he
could just make out the loom of the mountains, but he was pretty sure hewasfooling himsdlf. It wastoo
dark for that, despite the moons. Y et he didn't have to see them. He felt them, standing tal and tangled in
the dark, the barrier which had done exactly what Maneka had hoped it would by breaking up the
Melconians attack force, letting her spring her trap and cut them up before they could reach the
settlement. The Council had already announced that those mountains would henceforth be known asthe
Trevor Range, and that thelr tallest peak would be known as Mount Maneka. There was snow on that
peak, year-round, despite Indrani's climate, and Hawthorne found that fitting somehow.

Then there was the Cenotaph. The sketches Hawthorne had seen were still tentative and preliminary,
but al of them included the towering column at the center of aformal garden, and the duraloy plaques
facing it, liging the names of every single human—including the personne of Commodore Lakshmaniah's
task force—who had died to reach and hold Indrani. And atop the column, looking out across the sea
sheld loved so much, would be a statue of Maneka.

None of which would bring back the woman Edmund Hawthorne had loved.

He grimaced, haf-angry at himsdlf for the undeniable self-pity of that thought. He wasn't the only
person who'd lost someone. Hell, dmost everyone on Indrani had lost someone they'd loved! Not to
mention dl the friends and family membersthey had left behind forever when they embarked for Seed
Corninthefirg place. And Manekawould have kicked his butt if shed seen him sitting around nursing
her memory like some sort of wound.

He shoved himsdlf to hisfeet and stood in the breezy dark. Not even ahint of asway, he noted.
Good. That probably meant he wasn't more blasted than held thought. He nodded to himsdlf, did the
bottle into the thigh cargo pocket of hisuniform trousers, and started walking towards L azarus.

An unwinking red eye turned in his direction as he gpproached. One of Lazarus optical heads, he
knew. As he got closer, the Bolo's exterior lights switched themselves on—dim, at first, in consderation
of Hawthorne's darkness-accustomed vision, but growing brighter. The automated repair mechs working
on him hadn't required light, of course, and Hawthorne recognized the Bolo's courtesy in providing it for
him.

He walked around to the front, standing between Lazarus and the ocean. That, Maneka had
explained to him, was the position from which custom and courtesy required a human to address a Bolo.
The jagged contours of Lazarus wrecked glacis towered high above him, wrenched and twisted by the
inconceivablefury of the blast of directed fusion which had findly breached it. Thelights Lazarus had
switched on for him threw the wreckage and the extent of the Bolo's damage into merciless contrast, and
Hawthorne redlized again that he could have waked through the gaping wound in Lazarus frontal armor
without even being required to duck his head.



"Good evening, Lazarus," he heard himsdlf say. Hisvoice sounded harsh in hisown ears againgt the
rumble of the surf and the hissing voice of thewind. It wasthe first time he had spoken directly to the
Bolo since before Maneka's degth.

"Good evening, Lieutenant Hawthorne," the familiar, melodious tenor replied over an externd
Speaker.

"I've cometo gpologize," Hawthorne said abruptly. "I've been Sitting over there resenting the fact that
youre gill dive and Manekaisn't. Stupid of me, | know. Wasn't your fault. And evenif it had been, if
you'd died, too, the Puppieswould have wiped Landing out. But | did resent it. Stupid or not, | did. And
you didn't deserve that.”

"Thereisno need to gpologize, Lieutenant,” the Bolo said after amoment. "Bolos understand grief
and loss. And we understand it far better than | sometimesthink our creatorstruly intended usto. I, too,
have blamed mysdlf for what happened to my Commander. | have replayed and reanalyzed my sensor
data from the twenty-five minutes before her death, attempting to isolate the datum | ought to have seen
and responded to. Y et | have found no such datum. The Enemy who killed her was smply too well
concealed for anyone to detect before he fired.”

"l know." Hawthorne closed his eyes for amoment, then nodded. "1 know," he repeated more
srongly. "It'sjustthet . . . | missher.”

He pulled the bottle back out of his pocket, opened it, and raised it in salute to the Bolo's optical
head, so far above him. Then hetook another sip.

"That wasfor me," he said, recapping the bottle. "1'd drink for both of us, but I'm close enough to
drunk already. Manekawouldn't likeit if | passed out in adrunken stupor out here. Hell," he chuckled, "
wouldn't likeit! It's supposed to rain before morning, and it'd be damned embarrassing to manage to
catch pneumoniain the middle of the summer because | wastoo drunk to comein out of therain!"

"| agreethat the potentia for embarrassment would be high,” Lazarustold him. "However, if you
should happen to go to deep, for whatever reason, | would certainly employ my remotes to construct
temporary shdlter for you."

"Decent of you," Hawthorne said. Hefolded his arms across his chest and leaned back against a
towering stack of track plates, gazing up at the Bolo.

"| talked to Dr. Agnelli day before yesterday,” he said after amoment. "Manekaand | had both
made donations, you know. And under the terms of her will, wdll . . ."

Hisvoicetrailed off, and he drew a deep breath. Thisisridiculous, hethought. Here | am, in the
middle of the night, explaining to a machine that | don't know what | really want to do. No, be
honest, Ed. Thereal problemis that you don't know whether or not you have the guts to take it on
by yoursdlf.

"l want to doiit,” he heard himsdf saying to the monstrous Bolo looming above him. "I redly do. But
I'm...well, scared, | guess. | wanted to have kids with Maneka. For the two of usto raise them
together. Now I'm not redlly sure | want them for themsalves, or if | just want them because they'd be
some kind of echo of her. Like managing to hang onto alittle piece of her, even though she'sdead. And
kids need to be wanted for who they are, loved for who they are, not just because they remind you of
someone else. And raising them by mysdlf, asingle parent. What if | fucked up, Lazarus? What if | made
mistakes, failed her kids because | didn't know what | was doing?'

"I am aBolo, Lieutenant," Lazarus replied after another brief pause. "1 am awar machine, asoldier.
A killer. My perspective upon what makes a successful Human parent is not, perhaps, the most reliable
one. However, it ssemsto me that the questions you are asking indicate both the depth of your grief and
the seriousness with which you would approach the respongbilities of parenthood, and | fedl certain that
Captain Trevor would agree with me. | have had many commanders over the course of my existence.
Some have been better tacticians than others. Some have been more aggressive than others. None were
more compassionate or more aware of her respong bilities—not smply as the commander of aUnit of



the Line, but as a human being—than Captain Trevor. | believe that she would urge you to make the
decison you fed iscorrect. But | know from conversation with her, and from the time we spent linked,
that she would cherish no doubts about your suitability asthe parent of her children, sngle or not. You
might make mistakes, as most parents do, yet it would never be because you had not done your very
best. Sheloved you very much, Lieutenant, and Maneka Trevor would not have loved someone who
was cgpable of violating hisresponsbilitiesas afather.”

Hawthorne blinked suddenly stinging eyes. The gentle compassion in that tenor, cocooned in the
voice of the surf and the wind, was the last thing he would have expected from fifteen thousand tons of
death incarnate. Y et he suddenly understood fully, for the first time, that the being he knew as Lazarus
had known Maneka better than anyone esein the entire universe. . . including Edmund Hawthorne. If
anyone truly knew what Maneka would have said, had she been here, it had to be Lazarus.

"Thank you, Lazarus," hesaid, findly. "Thet . . . meansalot to me."

"Y ou are welcome, Lieutenant. | wish it were possible for me to do more. Indeed, | had hoped it
would be. But sheisgone, and | must confessthat | would very much like to watch her children grow to
adulthood. For themselves, as you yoursdf said, and not smply asaliving memento of her. But perhaps
aso asapromisethat life continues. That what she died to protect, will live on.”

Hawthorne gazed up at the Bolo and surprised himsdlf with asmile.

"Well, Lazarus, | suppose asingle parent could do worse for agodfather for hiskidsthan aBolo. It'd
sure as hdll trump the'My old man can beat up your old man' thing, wouldn't it?*

"I had not thought of it in precisely thet light," Lazarus replied with asoft €lectronic chuckle.

"Probably not,” Hawthorne agreed. "1 know you Bolos are supposed to be abloodthirsty lot, but we
humans have spent alot longer than you have thinking long and homicida thoughts."

"l imagine so, but even so, | would sus—"

Lazarus voice stopped. It didn't dow, or dur, or fade. It just stopped in mid-syllable, and
Hawthorne jerked upright asthe red power light on the optical head facing him blinked suddenly off.

"Lazarus?'

No response. Not even aflicker.

"Lazarus?"

Hawthorne took two quick steps towards the Bolo before he made himself stop. If something had
happened to Lazarus, what did he think he could do about it? He was no Bolo tech! Hell, he would have
been bardly qudified to hand ared Bolo tech histools! But if something waswrong with Lazarus then—

"Ed"

Edmund Hawthorne froze, his eyes suddenly huge, as the optical head power light blinked back on
and the Bolo spoke once more. Not in the mellow tenor he heard before, but in another voice. A smoky,
amogt purring soprano.

"Ed," the Bolo said again, and then it giggled. Unmigtakably, it giggled, and the eyes which had gone
wide in shock suddenly narrowed in acombination of disbelief and something else.

"Oh, Ed," the soprano said contritely amoment later. "1'm sorry. But if you could have seen your
expresson—!"

"Lazarus" Hawthorne said harshly, "thisisn't funny, goddamniit!”

"No, itisn't," the soprano said. "But it isn't Lazarus doing it, Ed. It'sme—Maneka."

"Manekais dead!"

"Wdll, yes, | suppose | am. Sort of." Hawthorne leaned back againgt the pile of track plates again,
then somehow found himsdlf diding down them into asitting position as the soprano continued. "It'sjust
that, well, I don't seem to be gone.”

"What . . . what do you mean?"'



"That's going to bejust a bit difficult to explain,” Manekas voice—and it was Maneka's voice;
somehow Hawthorne was certain of that—replied.

"Try," hesad. "Try red hard.”
"I will. But bear in mind that we're in some pretty unexplored territory here. All right?”
"If you really are Maneka, then 'unexplored territory' doesn't even begin to cover it!"

"l guessnot,” the soprano agreed. "Well, assmply as| can explainit, it al startswith the fact that
Lazarusand | were ill linked when | got shot. If we hadn't been—"

Hawthorne had the digtinct mental impression of ashrug in that dight pause, and then the voice
continued.

"Mary Lou's medicsdid dl they could, you know. But the damage was just too severe. My heart
stopped within two minutes, and even with CPR, I'd lost so much blood that brain function ceased three
minutes after that."

Hawthorne was distantly astonished, somehow, that he was able to suppress the shiver which ran
through him at that matter-of-fact description of the death of the woman he had loved.

"Five minutes doesn't sound like very much, | know," her voice went on, "but for aBolo, it'salong,
long time, Ed. | knew at the time that L azarus had thrown us both into hyper-heuristic mode, but | didn't
know why. And he didn't tell me, either—because hewasn't at dl sure it was going to work, | think. But
what hedid wasto . . . well, to download me."

"Download you?' Hawthorne got out in a haf-strangled voice.

"That's the best way | can describeit to you," Manekas voice said camly. "And while The Book
doesn't exactly cover what hedid, it violated at least the spirit of twenty or thirty Brigade regulations. In
fact, I'm pretty sure the only reason thereisn't a Reg specifically againgt it isthat it never occurred to
anyonethat anything like this could be done in thefirst place.”

"I wouldn't doubt it," he said, and shook hishead. "In fact, | think | agree with them.”

"And you'd probably beright, under most circumstances. But Lazarusisn't exactly a standard Bolo
anymore, either. Y ou know that when they repaired and refitted him after Chartresthey upgraded his
psychotronics. That included hauling out dmost al of hisold mollycircs and replacing them with the new,
improved version, al of which took up alot less volume than the older hardware had required. Since they
had al that volume, they went ahead and installed a second complete surviva center at the far end of the
core hull. They intended it for redundancy, since Lazarus had managed to get himself brain-killed twice
aready in his career. But when he knew | was dying, he used that space to store me.”

"Y ou mean to store Maneka's memories,” Hawthorne said hoarsdly.

"No. Or, at least," Manekas voice said in atone he recognized well, the tone she used when shewas
being painstakingly honest, "I don't think that'swhat | mean. I'm not really positive. I'm here, and asfar
asl cantdl, I'm. .. me The same memories, same thoughts. The same emotions,” her voice softened.
“I'm afully integrated persondity, separate from Lazarus, that remembers being Maneka Trevor, Ed. |
don't know whether or not | have Maneka's soul, assuming soulsredly exig, but | truly believe I'm the
same person |'ve dways been.”

"And where have you been for the last saven and ahaf weeks?' he demanded, fighting againgt a
sudden surge of mingled hope and shocked amost-horror.

"Trying to get out,” she said smply. "Human minds and persondities aren't wired the same way as
Bolo Als. | dwaysknew that, but | never redized just how different we were until | found mysdlf trying
to adapt to such aradically different environment. It wasn't Lazarus fault. He didn't have any moreto go
onthan | did. The only technique he had was the one Bolos use for downloading the memories of other
Bolos under emergency field conditions, so that was the one he used. And it took me along time—Ilonger
than you can imagine, probably—to ‘wake up' in here. Remember what | said about hyper-heuristic
mode. The differential between the speed of human thought processes and Bolo thought processesis



literdly millionsto one, Ed. I've spent the equivaent of more than acomplete human lifetime reintegrating
my persondlity over the past seven weeks. | was getting close before this evening, but when you started
talking to Lazarus, hetried to access me again. He hadn't done that in along time, for the same reason
he'd never mentioned what he'd tried to do to anyone who'd cared about me—because he'd decided his
effort must havefalled. That humans and Bolos were too different for it to work. But we aren't—quite.
Just . . . amost. And when hetried to accessme again, it finaly let me out.”

"So. . ." Hawthorne stopped and cleared his throat. " So you—whoever and whatever you redly
are—supplanted Lazarus?"

"No, Lieutenant,” the Bolo said in the familiar tenor, which sounded dmost shocking after Manekas
soprano. "My persondity and gestat remain intact and unimpaired. | must concede that therewasa
certain period of . . . uncertainty when Captain Trevor's—Maneka's—persondity first fully expressed
itself once more. As she hasjust explained to you, however, Bolosin hyper-heuristic mode have
extremely high processing rates, by Human standards. We have evolved asuitable joint interface which
leaves Lazarus—'me,’ for apractical referent—in direct control of this unit's wegpons systems. Accessto
sensor systems, data storage, central processing, and communication interfacesis shared.”

"So you've got asplit personality.”

"No." Hawthorne's head tried to spin rather more energeticaly than his acohoal intake could explain
asthe Bolo spoke againin its Manekavoice. "Were not asplit personality any more than two Als
assigned to different functionsin the same building would be, Ed. Were two distinct personditieswho
just happen to live inside the same Bolo. Lazarusis il in control of hisweapons because my personaity
isso far outsde the parameters the Brigade considers acceptabl e that his inhibitory programming would
never permit me to control them. And, frankly, I'm in agreement with the inhibitions. I don't want anyone,
including me, in charge of that kind of firepower without al of the precautionary dements the Brigade's
gpent the last millennium or so working out.”

"Y et an interesting Stuation now arises,” the Bolo observed inits Lazarus voice. "Since Captain
Trevor is, by every sandard | can apply, gtill dive, sheremainsmy legal Commander, even though she
has no direct accessto my weaponry. | do not believe Brigade Regulations ever contemplated a situation
in which the Human command eement of a Bolo detachment was directly integrated into one of the
Bolosof that detachment.”

"Yep," the Manekavoice said, and chuckled again. "I guess I've become an 'old soldier' after al,
Lazarus"

"l do not believethisis precisely the Stuation MacArthur envisoned a the time of hisremark,” the
Boloreplied to itsdf inits Lazarus voice. "Nonetheless, it does seem possible that your tenure of
command will be. .. somewhat longer than origindly envisoned.”

"Oh, Lord!" Hawthorne bent forward, clutching his head in both hands and shaking it from sdeto
sde. "Agndli'sgoing to have alitter of kittens when he finds out about this!"

"So you're beginning to accept | might redly still be me?' the Manekavoice said.

"I ... redly think | am," Hawthorne replied after severa seconds. "Of course, even if you arent,
Lazarus thinks you are, which isthe reason | expect Agndli to have afit when Lazarus announces that
his Commander isn't redlly gone and the statue on top of the Cenotaph might be just abit premature. As
Governor, Agndli isn't likely to betoo ddighted by the notion that helll never be ableto assign anew
commander to Lazarus. And to be honest . . . Maneka, right thismoment | can't say whether I'm happier
to redize you aren't redlly gone or more horrified at the notion of your being stuck insgde aBolo."

"The ideatook some getting used to for me, too," she said dryly. "As've already pointed out,
though, I've had quite sometimeto think about it and consider the alternatives. And, frankly, Ed, I'd
rather be here, talking to you, evenif | am 'stuck insde aBolo,’ than to be dead.”

"Put that way, | guess|'d fed the same. Bt it's going to take me awhile longer, | expect. | don't
come equipped with hyper-heuristic capability!"”



"Of course you don't,” the Maneka voice said with awarm ripple of loving amusement. "But that's
okay. Asit happens, it seems| have plenty of timefor you to adjust to it, after al.”

11

Fleet Admiral Edmund Hawthorne (retired), Indrani Navy, sat in hismedica float chair, Slver hair
gleaming in the brilliant sunlight of Lakshmaniah asthered, live human band played the Concordiat
Anthem the Indrani Republic had retained asits own. He had an excdllent view of the main reviewing
stand, athough his place was no longer atop that stand, taking the salute with the rest of the Joint Chiefs
as the standards passed in review on Founders Day.

Of course, this Founders Day was somewhat more significant than most, he reflected.

Heturned hishead, gazing out over the gaily colored crowds of people thronging Agndlli Field. The
band and Marine honor guard around the review platform had arrived from Fort Atwater, the Indrani
Marine Corps main training facility on the Jeffords Plateau in Indrani's northern hemisphere, well before
dawn. Therest of the crowd had gathered more gradualy, walking through Agnelli Field's gatesin groups
of no more than afew dozen at atime. Most of them had come from Landing itsdf, whose mgjestic
towersrose like enormous needles of dlittering glasted, marble, and pastel ceramacrete beyond Agndli's
southern perimeter. Thefirst of them had appeared dmost as soon as the honor guard, eager to get the
best seats, not minding the dew which soaked their shoes as they walked across the immaculate lawvns
from which al pedestrian traffic was normaly barred. The gleaming gems of orbita power collectors,
indugtrid facilities, and the massvely armed and armored orbital fortresses of the Navy—so familiar they
normally drew scarcely a glance these days—had glittered above them like adiadem, and Hawthorne
suspected that many an eye had looked at them rather differently today.

He himself had had no need to hurry, of course. Even without hisimposing (if long since retired) rank,
he and hisfamily would have been assured of the perfect vantage point. He chuckled at the thought,
reclining comfortably in the chair which monitored hisincreasingly decrepit physica processes and
basking in the warmth of Lakshmaniah asit crept gradudly higher in the east. He looked at the people
segted in the chairs clustered immediately around him, and afeding of immensejoy and satisfaction
flowed through him. He would not see many more Founders Days. In fact, he rather suspected that this
might be hislast. But dthough hed never redly expected that he might, during the dark dayswhen he
wasfirst assigned to Operation Seed Corn, he looked back upon hislong life with the absol ute certainty
that what hed done with it had made a difference. It was not given to many, he thought, to know beyond
any shadow of adoubt that hislife had truly mattered, and that when it ended, he would leave the
universe a better placefor hisefforts.

And the personal accomplishments and rewards were a least as great. His surviving sons and
daughters—all fifteen of them—most with hair assilver as hisown, surrounded hislife support chairina
solid block. Beyond them were their sons and daughters, his and Maneka's grandchildren,
great-grandchildren, and greet-great-grandchildren. And, seated in hislap, was the youngest of their
great-great- great-grandchildren. The crowd of them was enormous, but there was plenty of space for



them atop their own specid fifteen-thousand-ton reviewing stand, he thought with amental chuckle.

The expected speeches had begun over an hour ago, and they were sailing steedily aong, but no
one—least of al the speakers—was under any illusion that the gathering throng was there to listen to that.
Oh, the applause and cheering at the appropriate timeswas at least polite, but clearly most of them were
waiting for the real high point of the morning's events. Which wouldn't belong in coming now, he
thought, as more and more civiliansfiltered into Agndlli, flowing like the seg, filling the empty spats,
packing shoulder-to-shoulder in an ocean of human beings whom Edmund Hawthorne, dong with so
many others, had spent hislife protecting. As of the last census, the Lakshmaniah System's population,
shared between Indrani and New Hope, had passed the three billion point. Still not particularly high for
one of the Old Concordiat's Core Systems, but respectable, he thought. Very respectable.

He remembered the days of his own youth, back in the Concordiat, when population pressure had
enforced low birth rates on the crowded inner worlds and people who wanted large families had
competed for passage to the colony worlds, where large families were the norm. Even those people
who'd thought in terms of "large families' would have been dazed by the average size of an Indrani family,
but then, their families hadn't been routindy compaosed of children born both through natura childbirth
and the artificial wombs which had been so much apart of Indrani from the very beginning.

Heworried just a bit, sometimes, about the militancy, the sense of unwavering purpose, which filled
the people of hisplanet and star system. The focus on military preparedness and research and
development that routinely subordinated the sort of unruly, restless, al-directions-at-once, civilian-driven
ferment which had been the hallmark of the pre-Melconian Concordiat. Not thet it was surprising the
Republic had been shaped in that fashion, of course.

The scars|eft by the Md conian attack which had come so close to wiping out al human lifein this
systemn had been carefully preserved by the Republic's government. That chain of mountain battlegrounds
was the most hallowed monument—after the Cenotaph itself—of Indrani. And it insured that however
peaceful the life experience of Indrani’s population might have been since those battles, the Indranians
would never—could never—forget the merciless, genocida war which was the entire reason this system
had been settled.

Hawthorne could scarcely object to that, yet there was a hardness, or perhaps a readiness, that
bothered him just alittle. A sense of their own accomplishments, their own prowess. For the most part,
he vastly preferred that attitude to one of timidity, of hiding breethlesdy in their mouse hole while the cat
prowled hungrily outsideit. But it also carried with it an edge of . . . cockiness, perhaps. At itswors,
amogt an eagernessto confront humanity's mortal enemies and show the Me coniansthat Indranians
weretheir masters at the art of war.

Which, he conceded, they might very well be. Certainly they had applied themsavesfor better than
five generations now to the study of war, to preparationsfor it, and to the research and development to
support it. They had begun with full technical specificationsfor the Concordiat's current-generation
wegpons technology at the time of the colony expedition's departure, and they'd spent the better part of a
century—once the immediate needs of surviva and providing for their expanding population had been
met—refining that technology. It was amazing what a population rising steadily from millionsinto billions
could accomplish when it st its collective mind toit.

Hawthorne remembered hislast flagship, before hisincredible seniority had sent him permanently
dirt-side at |ast. The superdreadnought IRNS Guthrie Chin would have annihilated Sx or seven times
her own massin Concordiat capita ships, far less the best the M e conian Empire had boasted, at the
time Operation Seed Corn was first mounted. And more recent ships were sgnificantly more powerful
than the Guthrie . . . which, he thought with atrace of nostalgia, after over three decadesin the Reserve
Heet, had finally been scrapped three years ago as hopelessy obsolescent.

No, if the Republic encountered the Empire, he did not expect the Empire to enjoy the experience.
Unfortunatdly, asthe Concordiat had learned, quantity had aqudity al itsown. If the Empire had won
the war againgt the Concordiat, then it wasdl too likely that it would till have the Size to absorb any



attack the Republic could launch and till pay the priceto punch out asingle star system.
Which, after dl, waswhat made this Founders Day so significant.

"Areyou keeping an eye on your blood-oxygen monitors, Ed?" afamiliar soprano purred through the
comimplanted in hismastoid.

"No reason to bother, isthere?" he subvocdized back. "Not with you and Lazarus snooping on them
for me!"

"Somebody has to watch out for an old fart like you. Besides, think how the kids would react if you
dropped dead on them today, of al days!"

He managed to turn hisbelly laugh into an dmost convincing coughing fit, athough he doubted it
fooled any of their children. They were too accustomed to Dad's one-sided or even totaly subvoca
conversationswith Mom . . . among other things. Growing up knowing your mother lived inddea
fifteen-thousand-ton Bolo was enough to give any child a. . . unique perspective, he supposed.

"Y ou should have married Lauren when you had the chance, Ed," Manekateased gently. "Think of
how rich you'd be! And running the Republic's biggest ditillery would have made an amusing project for
you after they findly managed to dragoon you into retiring. Always assuming,” she continued thoughtfully,
"that your liver survived the experience.”

"Lauren was perfectly satisfied with the two husbands she had,” Hawthorne retorted. "And it's not as
if | were exactly lacking—dashing officer that | was—in female companionship.”

"No, you weren't,” she said fondly, and he smiled dightly at the gratitude in her voice. He wondered,
sometimes, if she regretted the loss of the physical intimacy they'd once shared. If shedid, it had never
shown, and she'd never resented any of the women—the many women, he corrected himself with
another, deeper smile—who'd shared hislife. Y et she wasright. HEd never married. Which probably, he
conceded, said something just abit odd about his own psyche. Not that he particularly cared.

He was about to say something else when his oldest daughter, Maneka, touched him on the shoulder.

"| can tell from your expression that you and Mom are giving each other ahard time again, Dad,” she
sadwithasmile "Still, I think thisisthe part you wanted to see.”

"Humph! Giving her a'hard time,' indeed! Woman's got an entire damned Bolo to beat up on me
with!"
"Y ou seem to have held your own fairly well over the years," she pointed out. "Now hush and listen!™

He grinned at her unrepentantly, but he aso obeyed, focusing his attention on the speaker. Y oung
Spiro Smmonsit was, he saw. Generd Spiro Smmons, these days, the uniformed deputy commander in
chief of the Republic's military.

"—and generations of dedication,” Simmons was saying. " Our Founderswould, | think, have much to
fed proud of if they could seethisday, yet dl that we have accomplished we owe to them. It wastheir
courage, their sacrifice, and their unfaltering determination and dedication which alowed us not smply to
survive, but to prosper. Now it isour turn to bring that same dedi cation and determination to yet another
dar system, and—"

Hawthorne listened with an attentive expression, because his daughter was right, they were getting to
the part hédd dragged himsdlf away from hisretirement villato see. Although judging from what hed
heard so far, young Spiro still had awaysto go.

Well, that was dl right. Today marked the officia inauguration of the Republic'sfirst
extra-Lakshmaniah colony, and God knew everyone deserved the opportunity to pat themselves on the
back. He remembered thefirst time the colonizing referendum had been voted upon. He'd still been Chief
of Nava Operationsthen, and he'd been secretly relieved when the referendum failed.

There was much to be said for expanding, for finding additional baskets for some of their eggs. But
asthefelow who'd been responsible for protecting L akshmaniah, the thought of spreading his resources
thinner hadn't precisaly gppealed to him. And there was dways that lurking fear—more prevalent among



the rapidly disappearing ranks of the Founders than among their descendants, he admitted—that
expanding into other star systems would make them abigger target. If the Me conians had triumphed and
eventudly expanded in Lakshmaniah's direction once more, additional settled star sysems might well
make the Republic more vulnerable to premature discovery by its enemies.

And they might just give us the depth to survive being discovered by our enemies, too, he
reminded himself. One way or the other, we have to expand eventually. For damned sure one star
system, however industrialized and heavily populated, isn't going to be able to take on something
the size of the Melconian Empire. And at least we're expanding directly away from the old
Concordiat and the Empire. And we're not exactly sending our colonies out without the meansto
look after themselves.

He looked at the shuttles dotted across Agnelli Fidd'simmense expanse, comparing them in hisown
mind to the faded memories of Seed Corn's origina expedition. The new colony in the defiantly named
Bagtion System would begin with aninitial population of dmaost ahdf million, protected by six battle
sguadrons and massive prefabricated orbital defenses. Nor would Bastion be dependent solely upon
spaceborne defenders.

Ah! Spiro was getting down to it at last!

* * %

<I don't like Ed's bio readings,> Manekatold Lazarus.

<Maneka, heis one hundred and thirty-one Standard Y ears old,> the Bolo replied gently. <For a
Human of hisage, hisreadings are remarkably good.>

<I know,> shesighed. <It'sjust. . .>

Her voicetrailed off with the strong impression of amental shrug, and the Bolo dlowed himsdlf to
radiate a sense of understanding coupled with the assurance that his comfort would be there for her on
theinevitable day.

Maneka sent back the flow of her own gratitude. It was odd, she reflected yet again, how their
relationship had dtered since she first reawakened in his backup surviva center. In many ways, they
were closer than ever, and Lazarus had learned far more about human emotions—and occasional
irrationdity—than any other Bolo was ever likely to have learned. After dl, the two of them had spent
over a Standard Century living in the same "body."

Y et they'd lived there astwo totdly separate entities. When they linked fully, they fused even more
seamlesdy than they had when Maneka had possessed a human body, but between those periods of
fusion, there was ascrupuloudy maintained firewall between their persondities and viewpoints. Which
was probably just aswell for her, given the overwhelming nature of any Bolo's persondity.

There were ill times, many of them, when she regretted the loss of her mortality. Her psychotronic
state had done nothing to reduce the pain when friends and loved ones died, and although Lazarus
sensors and computationa ability had become hers, there were moments when she longed inexpressibly
to once more experience the smell of hot chocolate, the taste of ahot dog smothered in chili and onions.
The touch of another human being's lips upon her own. She could till relive those experiences, for her
psychotronic memory of them was as perfect and imperishable as any Bolo's, but it wasn't the same, and
never could be.

Y et if much had been lost, much had aso been given, shetold hersdlf. Her own particular version of
Operator Identification Syndrome was just a tad more pronounced than that of any other Bolo
commander in higtory, she thought with aflicker of amusement. Infact, in very many ways, shed had two
"husbands’ for the past hundred and five Standard Y ears. She and Ed might not have shared any physical
relationship with one another over those years, but the shared parenting of their children and her own
totd, if not precisaly normd, involvement in their lives had produced a binding which defied the use of
any other terminology. And for those same years, she and Lazarus had been, quite literaly, wedded ina

single body.



And from the moment Adrian Agnelli dlowed himsdf to accept that somehow, impossible though it
had seemed, Maneka Trevor was il diveinside the duraloy body of Unit 28/G-179-LAZ, she had dso
enjoyed afull and infinitely rewarding "career.”

She gave hersdf the equivalent of amental shake and concentrated once more on Generd Simmons
speech as her second-in-command neared his conclusion.

"—under Admiral Ju's capable command,” the genera said. "If our projections are met, theinitia
Badtion settlements will be fully self-sustaining within no more than two Standard Y ears. And, of course,
our new colonists military security will be ashigh apriority for usas our own security herein
L akshmaniah has dways been. In space, that security will be the responsbility of our Navy. And on
Badtion itsdf—"

* * %

It is not difficult to follow my Commander's—Maneka's—thoughts at this moment. Indeed, |
have learned more of Humanity, and of this Human in particular, since the day of her physical
death than even | had ever suspected might be learned. They are a most remarkable species, my
creators. So many of themfall so short of the standards to which they aspire, yet all have the
potential to aspire to them. And some, like Maneka Trevor and Edmund Hawthorne and Adrian
Agnelli and Indrani Lakshmaniah, rise to the very pinnacle of that potentiality, despite the brevity
and fragility of their lives.

It has been an enormous privilege to be part of that process, although | realize that not even
my Commander truly recognizes the extent to which that is true. Humans see the sacrifices of the
Brigade. They see the shattered war hulls, the casualty roles. They see the Bolos which have been
decommissioned, the older Bolos whose personality centers were burned when they became
dangerously obsolescent. In their inner hearts, they fear that we who serve as Humanity's sword
and shield must resent the fact that our creation condemns us to a warrior's existence and the
pain and death which so often awaits the warrior. They do not fully grasp the fact that we Bolos
recognize in ourselves—in our fidelity, our sense of identity and continuity and our commitment to
the proud history and honor code of the Dinochrome Brigade—an echo of flawed Humanity's
endless struggle to achieve that same fidelity, that same commitment. They gave us as our
common birthright that greatness for which they themselves must eternally strive, and the best
among them have served—and died—on our command decks, as loyal to the beings of molecular
circuitry and alloy and fusion power plants as ever the Dinochrome Brigade has been to the
beings of fragile protoplasm who created us. And that is why we can never resent them. Because
even in their failures, they have always honored the compact between us.

| believe Maneka, to whom, more than any other Bolo commander, it has been given to
experience both aspects of the Brigade's tradition and continuity, may actually have come to
under stand that Bolo-Human compact better even than we Bolos do. And that understanding isa
part of what fits her so well to the task to which she has been called even after the death of the
Human body in which she was born.

| am proud of her, and of the privilege of serving with her. Almost as proud as | am grateful
for the insight into Humanity which she has given me.

* % %

"—the planetary defense component, of course, will be, as aways, the responsgibility of the
Dinochrome Brigade."

Thistime there were no cheers when Simmons paused. Instead, there was a sort of breathless
dlence. An intense anticipation which could have been chipped with aknife. All eyesturned towardsthe
far end of the field, and Hawthorne felt, rather than heard, the deep sigh which went up from that
gathered multitude as twel ve stupendous durdloy forms rumbled into motion.

Edmund Hawthorne's vision was no longer what it once had been, despite al that modern medicine
could do. But he didn't have to see them clearly. Hed seen the schematics, the technical summaries. In



fact, hed helped devel op the plans for their construction before his own retirement.

Theimmense war machines threaded their way through the parked shuttles with smooth, ddlicate
precision, moving with alow, deep throb of power. Then they stopped—e even of them in aperfectly
aigned row; the twefth, whose forward main turret bore the unsheathed golden sword of a battalion
commander, in front of them. Not before Simmons and the main speaker platform, but in front of
Hawthorne. . . and thelooming bulk of Lazarus.

Helooked out over them, seeing the massive hulls—each just over two hundred and twelve metersin
length and dmost thirty-five in width. The two main turrets, each mounting apair of 210-centimeter
Hellbores, on the articulated barbettes which gave both turrets an effective 360 degree field of fire. The
twelve secondary turrets, each mounting apair of 35-centimeter Hellbores. The missile hatches; the new,
improved, thicker antiplasma appliqués, the antipersonnel clugters; the smooth swell of hull over the bulk
of theintegra counter-grav generators which made them independent of any assault pod.

They were something new: the Mark XX X1V Bolo, named Resurgent and developed from the
garting point of the Mark XXXI1-XXXI1I planswhich had been stored in the colony ships memories.
Each of them forty thousand tons of duralloy, weapons, and power, better than twice the size of the
antiquated Mark XX V11 Bolo before whom they had stopped.

Y et asthey stopped, they elevated their main and secondary weaponsin salute, and after amoment,
ahatch on the battalion commander's missile deck opened. A man in the uniform of the Dinochrome
Brigade—young-looking, but with strands of silver threaded through his hair—rose through it on a
counter-gravity lift. He had blue eyes, very dark hair, and a sandawood complexion, and Edmund
Hawthorne sat up abit straighter in hislife-support chair, old eyes bright with approval as his grandson
sduted the ancient Bolo in which his grandmother's mind and spirit lived.

"Bastion Detachment, Dinochrome Brigade, Indrani Command, reporting for deployment off-plant,
maam!" he said, hisvoice amplified over the Bolo's spegkers.

There was amoment of sllence, and then the voice of the Commanding Officer, Dinochrome
Brigade, Republic of Indrani, replied.

"Very well, Colond Hawthorne," Maneka Trevor said. "'Prepare your battalion for deployment.”

"Yes, maam!" Colonel Anson Hawthorne braced to attention, then turned on his hed to face the
main optical head of the Bolo upon which he stood.

"Third Battaion, attention to orders!" he said. There wasthe briefest of pauses, and then an
earthquake-deep bass voi ce responded.

"Unit Three-Four-Alpha-Zero-Zero-One-Sierra-Bravo-Romeo of the Line, Third Battalion,
Dinochrome Brigade, Indrani Command, awaiting orders,” the Bolo said.

"Very good, Sabre," Colond Hawthorne said, and even through his grandson's formal tone, Edmund
Hawthorne heard the affection as the younger man addressed the stupendous, sdlf-aware machine.
"Prepare for deployment.”

"The Battdion stands ready now, sr," the Bolo replied.

"Very good." The younger Hawthorne turned back to face Maneka/lazarus. "Bastion Detachment is
prepared to deploy, maam!™ he announced.

"Inthat case, Colond," Manekas voice said, "board transports.”

"Yes, maam!"

Colond Hawthorne saluted once more, and then disappeared down the hatch from which he had
emerged. The hatch closed, and the deep, vibrating thrum of massive counter-gravity generators arose
from twelve Mark XX XIVs. It washed over the vast crowd, burrowing into their bones, amost but not
quite overwheming, yet nothing el se happened for gpproximately ten seconds. And then, as effortlesdy

as 0gp bubbles, twelve mammoth war machineslifted lightly on their internal counter-grav. Sowly a
firgt, then more and more rapidly, dicing upward through Indrani's atmosphere to the brand-new



Chartres-class Bolo transports built specificaly for them.

Maneka and L azarus watched them through their shared optical sensors, tracking them effortlesdy as
they broke atmosphere and prepared to dock with their transports. Maneka felt the Bolo beside her, like
afriend standing at her elbow, and she was aware of avast sense of . . . completion. Of the successful
discharge of one more landmark stage in atask which would never be truly completed but would always
engage her—and Lazarus—capahilitiesto the full.

<Itisgood to be needed,> Lazarus told her quietly. <To have afunction. To be useful and to protect
those for whom one cares, isit not, Maneka?>

<Yes Yes, itis> shereplied.

<Then you forgive mefor consgning you to this fate without first consulting you?> the Bolo sad,
even more quietly, and Maneka fdt the eyebrows she no longer possessed rising in surprise. It wasthe
first time, in al the yearsthey'd shared, that Lazarus had explicitly posed that question, and she was
unprepared for the tentative, dmost uncertain tonein which it was asked.

<Of course | do!> she said quickly. <There's nothing to forgive. Y ou've given me over ahuman
century with people | love—and relatively speaking, far longer than that with you. And like you just said,
you've a'so given me the opportunity to continue to protect the ones| love. Lazarus, if I'd wanted to, |
could have sdlf-terminated long ago. I've never even been tempted.>

<l am...redievedto hear that,> Lazarus said after amoment. <I had believed that to be the case,
yet | have also discovered that there are things | fear more than combat. The possibility that | had, with
the best of intentions, condemned one for whom | care deeply to the equivaent of Purgatory, was one of
them. Which iswhy it has taken me so long to find the courage to ask.>

Maneka was about to reassure him further when they were interrupted.

"Maneka," Edmund Hawthorne subvocalized over their com link.

"Yes Ed?

"It was good, wasn't it?" he asked dmost wistfully.

"Yes, itwas," she agreed. "Anson is afine officer—one of the best we've ever had. He and Sabre
will dojust fine on Bagtion.”

"Oh, I'm sure he will," Hawthorne said. "But that wasn't redlly what | wasasking. | meant . . . dl of it.
Everything, since Seed Corn. It's been good, hasn't it?"

"W, there's been the odd bad moment,” she replied after amoment. "But over al?1'd haveto say it
hasn't been just 'good,’ Love. It's been much better than that. Although | have to wonder why you and
L azarus both seem to fed the need for reassurance on that point just now."

"Oh, hedid, did he?' Hawthorne chuckled. "Two great minds, with but asingle thought . . . between
them." He chuckled again, shaking hishead. "Y ou know, it's been odd, hasn't it? A sort of strange
ménage a trois."

"l suppose you could put it that way," she said. "But surely you've never thought you and Lazarus
were in some sort of competition, have you?"

"No, of course not. And yet you've been so centrd to both of us. And, if I'm honest, | think | am just
alittle bit jealous of him, in awistful sort of way. There's so much hell gill see and do with you.”

"Ed, you know it might be possble—"

"No," hesad, firmly. "Weve discussed it before. Y ou and Lazarus still aren't sure how you
reestablished and reintegrated your personality in that matrix. I'm not sure | could. And, to be honest,
Dearheart, I'm tired. I've had an incredibly long, full life. Onefull of challenges, achievements, wonderful
people. But this chassis wasn't designed to last aslong as Lazarus. I'm ready to cal it aday, and much
asl loveyou, | don't really want to trade up to aBolo at thislate date.”

"Well missyou, Lazarusand |," shetold him softly.



"I know. But you'll remember me, too. | findthat . . . comforting." Hewas silent for severd moments,
then spoke again. "Y ou can still see them, can't you? Y ou and Lazarus?'

"Third Battalion? Y es. They've dmost completed docking.”
"Do you have any idea, woman, how proud of them you sound?'
"Well, of course I'm proud of them!™

"No, the question | should have asked is whether or not you realize how proud you sound of all of
them? All of your Bolo commanders—not just Anson—and of the Bolos themsdlves, aswell. They'redl
your children, aren't they? Anson, of course. But the Bolos, too. Anson isyours and mine, but Sabreis
yoursand Lazarus. All of them, the children of your heart and mind.”

"Yes, Ed. Yes, they are.”

"Good. Because I've just been thinking about that quotation of your General MacArthur you and
Lazarus told me about. The one about old soldiers.”

He paused once more, long enough for her to begin to worry just abit.
"What about it?" she prodded findly.

"Well, thefirgt half of it was accurate enough. Y ou didn't die—either of you. But I've been thinking
about the second half.”

"The bit about fading away?"

"Exactly. | don't think I'll see another Founders Day, Maneka. The doctors and | have seen that
coming for awhile.

"Ed !ll

"No, don't interrupt,” he said very gently. "I told them not to share the information with you. You'rea
worrier where the people you care about are concerned, and | didn't want you worrying about me. And,
likel said, I'm ready for agood, long deep. But promise me something, Maneka. Please.”

"What?' Thetears she could no longer shed hovered in her voice, and the old man seated among his
family—and hers—on the missle deck of the Bolo in which shelived smiled lovingly.

"Promise me that MacArthur was wrong, Love," he said. "Promise me you won't ‘fade away.' That
you—and Lazarus—will look after yourselves and dl the other people | love, and dl the people they
love, and the people those people will love. Inthe end, that'swhat it'sal about, isn't it? Not hatred for
the 'enemy'—even the Dog Boys—but protecting the people and thingswe love. Y ou and Lazarus do
that so well, Maneka. Promise meyou'll keep doing it."

Maneka swiveled the main optica head so that he could look directly into it. For amoment she
longed once more for the human eyes she had lost so long ago, wished he could look into them one more
time, see the love and the deep, bittersweet joy hiswords had kindled deep inside her. He couldnt, of
course. And, she knew, heredly didn't haveto. Not after so many long decades together. But whether
he needed to seeit or not, she needed to expressit, and her smoky soprano voice was very quiet, and
infinitely gentle, in hismagtoid implant.

"Of coursewewill, my love," shesaid. "Of coursewewill."



