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Chapter 1

The whine of Troft thrusters drifted in through the wi ndow on the | ate-sumer breezes, jarring
Jonny Moreau awake. For one heart-w enching nmonent he was back in the mdst of the Adirondack war;
but as he tipped his recliner back to vertical the abrupt stab of pain in el bows and knees snapped
him back to the present. For a minute he just sat there, gazing out the window at the Capitalia
skyline and trying to bring his brain and body back on-line. Then, reaching carefully to his desk
he jabbed at the intercombutton on his phone. "Yes, Governor?" Theron Yutu said.

Jonny | eaned back in his chair again, snagging a bottle of pain pills fromthe desktop as he did

so. "lIs Corwin back fromthe Council neeting yet?"

The i mage junped to anot her desk and Jonny's 27-year-old son. "Haven't gone yet, Dad," he said.
"The nmeeting's still an hour away."

"Ch?" Jonny squinted at his watch. He'd have sworn the neeting was scheduled for two . . . sure

enough, it was just a few m nutes past one. "Felt like |I'd slept longer," he nmuttered. "Well. You

all set to go?"

"Pretty rmuch, unless there's sonething new you want me to bring up. Hang on—+'Il conme in there and
we can talk."
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The screen went bl ank. Flexing his el bows experinentally, Jonny eyed the pain pills. Later, he
decided firmy. Hs arthritis would ease sone as he started moving around agai n, and the drugs
invariably left his brain fuzzier than he |iked.

The door opened and Corwin Jame Moreau strode into the room the inevitable conboard tucked under
his arm The boy—the man, Jonny rem nded hinsel f—had taken to the world of politics with a zest
the ol der Moreau had never been able to generate. More and nore Corwi n remnmi nded Jonny of his own
brother Janme, working up through the ranks of the Doninion of Man's highest political power.
Fourteen years ago Janme had been a trusted aide to a nenber of the Central Committee itself. What
was he now, Jonny often wondered—ai de, designated successor, a Commnitte hinself?

Jonny woul d never know. It was one of the fewresults of the Troft Corridor closing that he was
still able to whol eheartedly regret.

Setting his conboard on a corner of Jonny's desk, Corwin pulled up a chair. "Ckay, let's see. The
mai n points you wanted nme to present were the exclusivity clause of the new trade agreenent with
the Hoi be'-ryi'sarai— the Troft demesne-name flowed smoothly from Corwin's tongue—"the need for
nmore Cobras to be shifted to spine |leapard duty in the outer districts, and the whol e questi on of
whether Caelian is really worth hanging onto."

Jonny nodded, feeling a twinge of guilt for once again skipping the Council duties a governor
eneritus was supposed to performor at least put up with. "Lean on the latter two especially—+
don't know how the spine | eopards figure out their nunbers are down, but their breeding rate sure
shows that they know sonehow. Make sure even the densest syndics understand that we can't take on
a full-scale spine | eopard resurgence and al so nake any headway on Caelian w thout | owering the
standards at the Cobra factory."
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A frown flickered across Corwin's face. "Speaking of the acadeny...." He stopped, | ooking
unconf ort abl e.

Jonny cl osed his eyes briefly. "Justin. Right?"

"Well ... yes. Momwanted nme to try and get you to change your nind about using your Council veto
on his application."

"To what end?" Jonny sighed. "Justin is snmart, exceptionally stable enotionally, adaptable, and
with a strong desire to serve his world this way. You'll forgive a father's pride, | trust."
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"I know all that—=
"More to the point,'

Jonny inturrupted, "he's 22 years old and has been wanting to be a Cobra

since he was 16. A period, you'll notice, in which he's had anple opportunity to mull over exactly
what a few decades of Cobra gear does to a nman." He raised his hands slightly as if offering his
body for inspection. "If that hasn't danpened his resolve—and the tests show it hasn't—then |'m
not about to veto his admission. He's exactly the kind of man we need in the Cobras."

Corwin waved a hand in a gesture of defeat. "I alnmpst wish | could argue with you, for Mns sake
But I'mafraid | have to agree."

Jonny | ooked out the wi ndow. "Your nother's had a lot of this kind of pain in her life. I wsh |

knew how to make it up to her."

For a I ong nonent the roomwas silent. Then Corwin stirred, reaching for his conboard. "Spine

| eopards and Caelian it is, then," he said, standing up. "You going to be here or the therapy room
when the nmeeting's over?"

Jonny | ooked back at his eldest son, grimacing. "You had to bring that up, didn't you? Ch, all
right; I'll go nmake the torturers happy. Wuat's left of me will be back here by the tine you're
t hrough. "

Corwi n nodded. "Ckay. But be nice to themthey're just trying to do their jobs."
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"Sure. See you later." Jonny waited until the other had cl osed the door behind himand then
snorted. "Their jobs, indeed," he nuttered under his breath. "Bunch of experinmentalists poking
around wi th human white-rats.” Al in hope that they could come up with a therapy that would
soneday be able to help the rising generations of Cobras.

One of whomwas going to be his own son

Si ghi ng, Jonny gripped the arns of his chair and got carefully to his feet. He would get outside
to his car on his own, and without his pills, even if it killed him The old man, as he was fond
of saying, wasn't hel pl ess yet.

Even with traffic in the Cobra Wrlds' capital as dense as it was these days, it would be only a
ten-m nute drive to the Dom nion Building for the Council neeting. Corwi n neverthel ess gathered
toget her his nmagcards and ot her paraphernalia as quickly as possible, hoping to get there early
enough for some cl oakroom soundboarding with the other Council menbers. His father had |eft for
his therapy session, and Corwi n was about ready to | eave hinmsel f, when his nother cane in.
"Hell o, Theron," she smiled at Yutu. "Corwin, is your father still here?"

"He just left." Corwin felt his nmuscles tense in anticipation of the confrontati on he knew was
ahead. "He' Il be com ng back after his physical therapy."”

"What did he say?"

Corwi n consciously unclenched his jaw. "Sorry, Mom He's not going to block it."

The age lines fram ng her features seemed to deepen. "You'll be casting the vote," she said, her
nmeani ng cl ear.

"Let me restate it, then: W are not going to block it."

"So that's it, is it?" she said coldly. "You' re just going to let them condemrmm your brother to—=
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"Mot her." Corwin stood up, gesturing to his chair. "Sit down, wll you."

She hesitated, then conplied. Corwin pulled up a guest chair to face her, noting peripherally that
Yutu had apparently just discovered sonething that needed to be done in Jonny's office. Sitting
down, Corwin took a noment to | ook—+eally | ook—at his nother.

Chrys Moreau had been beautiful when she was younger, he knew fromold pictures and tapes, and

even with the assorted physical changes of mddl e age she was still strikingly attractive. But
there were ot her changes, not all of them explained by sinple maturation of viewpoint or even a
response to her husband's long illness. She seemed to snmile | ess these days, and to nove with the
restricted notions of one deathly afraid of knocking sonething over. This business with Justin was
part of it, that rmuch Corwin knew ... but there was nore, and so far he hadn't found the right
words to open up that section of his nother's thoughts.

Nor was this tinme going to be any different. "If you're going to give me the old argunents why Jus-
tin should be a Cobra, please don't bother," Chrys began. "I know themall, | still don't have any
| ogi cal counters for them and |I'll even adnit that if he weren't nmy son |'d probably agree with

them But he is nmy son, and irrational as it may seem | don't think it fair that | should |ose
himto the Cobras, too."

Corwin let her finish, though her words represented no new ground either. "Have you asked Joshua
to talk with hin?" he asked.

Chyrs shook her head mnutely. "He won't. You should know t hat better than anyone el se."

Despite the seriousness of the monent Corwin felt a brief smile touch his |lips at the nenories
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evoked. Five years older than the twins, he had neverthel ess been successfully ganged up on nore
times than he cared to renenber. Their unshakable loyalty to each
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other even in the face of parental punishnents had nade for equally unshakable alibis. "Than |I'm
afraid it's out of our hands," he told his nother gently. "Legally—not to nmention ethically—3ustin
has a perfect right to choose his life's work. Besides, the political fallout of such a nepotistic
veto woul d be awfully nessy to clean up."

"Politics." Chyrs turned her head to stare out the window "I'd hoped your father would be
finished with it when he retired fromthe governorship. | should have realized they wouldn't |et
him escape that easily."

"W need his wi sdom and experience, Mom" Corwi n glanced at his watch. "And speaking of that, |'m
afraid 1'"mgoing to have to go give the Council its nonthly dose now. "

A shadow briefly crossed Chrys's face, but she nodded and stood up. "I understand. WII| you be
com ng by for dinner tonight? The twins have said they'll be able to make it."

And it would be the last tinme until Justin's Cobra training was over that they'd all have a chance
to be together. "Sure," Corwin said, walking her toward the door. "I'll be talking to Dad after
the nmeeting, so I'll just cone with himwhen we're finished."

"Al right. Around six?"

"Fine. See you then."

He wal ked her to her car and watched as she drove off. Then, with a sigh, he went to his own car
and headed for the Doninion Building. Wiy, he wondered, did the internal problens of his own
famly al ways seem nore insurnountable than those facing three entire worlds? Probably, he thought
flippantly, because there isn't anything the Council can do anynore to surprise ne.

He woul d afterward recall that thought and its unfortunate timng ... and wi nce.

Chapter 2

The Council of Syndics—ts official title—had in the early days of the col ony been just that: a
groupi ng sonmewhat | ow key of the planet's syndics and governor-general which nmet at irregular
intervals to discuss any problens and map out the general direction they hoped the col ony woul d
grow in. As the popul ation increased and beachheads were established on two other worlds, the
Council grew in both size and political weight, follow ng the basic pattern of the distant
Domi ni on of Man. But unlike the Dom nion, this outpost of humanity nunbered nearly three thousand

Cobras anpbng its half-mllion people. The resulting inevitable diffusion of political power had
had a definite inpact on the Council's makeup. The rank of governor had been added between the
syndi ¢ and governor-general levels, blunting the pinnacle of power just a bit; and at all levels

of governnent the Cobras with their double vote were welt represented.

Corwin didn't really question the political philosophy which had produced this nodification of

Domi nion structure; but froma purely utilitarian point of view he often found the sheer size of
the 75-menber Council unwi el dy.

Today, though, at least for the first hour, things went snmoothly. Mst of the di scussi on—ncl uding
t he
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poi nts Corwi n rai sed—focused on ol der issues which had already had the initial polenics thoroughly
wung out of them A handful were officially given resolution, the rest returned to the nenbers
for nore analysis, consideration, or sinple foot-draggi ng; and as the agenda wound down it began
to look as if the neeting mght actually let out early,

And t hen Governor-General Brom Stiggur dropped a pocket planet-wecker into the room

It began with an old issue. "You'll renenber the report of two years ago," he said, |ooking around
the room "in which the Farsearch team concluded that, aside fromour three present worlds, no

pl anets exist within at |least a 20-1ight-year radius of Aventine that we could expand to in the
future. It was agreed at the tine that our current state of popul ation and devel oprment hardly
required an i medi ate resolution of this long-term problem"”

Corwin sat a bit straighter in his seat, sensing simlar reactions around him Stiggur's words
were neutral enough, but sonething expl osive seened to be hiding beneath the carefully controlled
i nfl ections of his voice.

"However," the other continued, "in the past few days something new has cone to light, sonething
which I felt should be presented inmediately to this body, before even any foll ow up studies were
initiated.” dancing at the Cobra guard standing by the door, Stiggur nodded. The man nodded in
turn and opened the panel ... and a single Troft wal ked in

A faint murnur of surprise rippled its way around the room and Corwin felt hinself tense
involuntarily as the alien nade its way to Stiggur's side. The Trofts had been the Wrlds' trading
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partner for nearly 14 years now, but Corwin still renenbered vividly the undercurrent of fear that
he'd grown up with. Mst of the Council had even stronger nmenories than that: the Troft occupation
of the Domi nion worlds Silvern and Adi rondack had occurred only 43 years ago, ulti-
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mat el y becom ng the inpetus for the original Cobra project. It was no accident that nost of the
peopl e who now dealt physically with the Troft traders were in their early twenties. Only the
younger Aventinians could face the aliens w thout w ncing.

The Troft paused at the edge of the table, waiting as the Council nenbers dug out translator-1link
ear phones and inserted them One or two of the younger syndics didn't bother, and Corwin felt a
flicker of jealousy as he adjusted his own earphone to | ow volune. He'd taken the same nunber of
courses in catertalk as they had, but it was obvious that foreign | anguage conprehensi on wasn't
even close to being his forte.

“Men and wonen of the Cobra Worlds Council," the earphone murrmured to him "I am Speaker One of
the Tlos' khin' fahi demesne of the TroFte Assenbl age."” The alien's high-pitched catertal k continued
for a second beyond the translation; both races had early on decided that the first three
parasyl | abl es of Troft denmesne titles were nore than adequate for human use, and that a litera
transcription of the aliens' proper nanes was a waste of effort. "The Tlos' khin'fahi denesne-lord
has sent your own denesne-lord's request for data to the other parts of the Assenbl age and the
result has been a triad offer fromthe Pual anek'zia and Baliu' ckha' spmi demesnes."

Corwi n grimaced. He'd never liked deals involving two or nore Troft demesnes, both because of the
delicate political balance the Wrlds often had to strike and because the humans never heard much
about the Troft-Troft arm of such bargains. That arm had to exi st—the individual demesnes sel dom
if ever gave anything away to each other

The sane |ine of thought appeared to have tracked its way el sewhere through the room "You speak
of a triad, instead of a quad offer," Governor Dyl an Fairleigh spoke up. "Wat part does the

Tl os' khi n' fahi denesne expect to play?”
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"My denense-lord chooses the role of catalyst,"” was the pronpt reply. "No fee will be forthcom ng
for our role." The Troft fingered sonething on his abdomen sash and Corwin's display lit up with a
map showi ng the near half of the Troft Assenblage. O f on one edge three stars began blinking red.
"The Cobra Worlds," the alien unnecessarily identified them A quarter of the way around the bul ge
a single star, also outside Troft territory, flashed green. "The world naned Qasanma by its
natives. They are described by the Baliu' ckha' spm denesne-lord as an alien race of great

potential danger to the Assenbl age. Here— a vague-edged sphere appeared at the near side of the
flashing green star—"sonewhere, is a tight cluster of five worlds capable of supporting human
life. The Pua'l anek'zia demesne-lord will give you their |ocation and an Assenbl age pl edge of

human possession if your Cobras will undertake to elinminate the threat of Qasama. | will await
your decision."

The Troft turned and left ... and only slowly did Corwin realize he was hol ding his breath. Five
brand-new worlds ... for the price of becom ng nercenari es.

He wondered if the Troft had any idea of the size snakepit he'd just opened.

If the alien didn't, the Council certainly did. For the better part of a minute the room was
silent as an isolation tank as each menber apparently tried to track through the tangle of
inmplications. Finally, Stiggur cleared his throat. "Wile we of course have no intention of
replying to this offer today, or even to fully discuss its relative nmerits, | would neverthel ess
appreci ate hearing whatever initial reactions you m ght have."

"I, for one, would like a little nore infornation before we listen to any hard-wi red-reflex
coments," Governor Lizabet Tel ek said. Her perennially gravelly voice gave no clue to her own
reacti on. "Sonething about these new aliens would be nice for
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starters—bi o specs, tech level, specifics of their alleged threat; that sort of thing."

Stiggur shook his head. "Speaker One either doesn't have any nore data or won't give it away
free—+'ve already pressed himon that. | suspect the forner, personally; there's no particular
need for the Tlos denesne to buy what would be little nore than abstract know edge to them Sane
goes for information on these five alleged worlds the Pua demesne's offering, before anyone asks."
"I'n other words, we're being asked to sign an essentially blank agreenent?" one of the newer
syndi cs asked.

"Not really." Governor Jor Hemmer shook his head, the novenent | ooking risky on one so frail.
"There are lots of intermediate possibilities, including buying the Baliu's data or sending our
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own survey teamout to take a | ook. Standard Troft trade procedure assunes we'll come up with

t hese suggestions ourselves. Wat |'mworried about is whether setting a precedent of this kind is
a good idea.”

"Way not ?" soneone el se spoke up fromCorwin's side of the room "It's the fear of the Cobras that
keeps the Trofts friendly, isn't it? How better to show themthat kind of caution is good policy?"
"And if we |ose?" Hemmer asked stiffly.

"The Cobras haven't |ost anything yet."

Corwi n gl anced at CGovernor Howi e Vartanson of Caelian, wondering if he'd comrent. But the other
merely curled his lip slightly and kept silent. Politicans from Caelian tended to adopt that |ow
profile position when they cane to Aventine, Corwin had noticed; but the point, he felt, ought to
be nmade. Subtly, if possible.... "lI'd like to point out," he spoke up, "that one or nobre new

pl anets woul d enable us to solve the problem of Caelian w thout depriving the 19,000 people there
of the right to their 'own' world."
"Only if they'd be willing to |eave,’
12
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but the nention of Caelian, as Cowin had planned, seened to bring the nenbers' thoughts to the
current stalemate between the Cobras and that strange world's hostile ecology. "Fluid genetic
adaptation," the official reports elegantly called, it. The Caelians' own term was considerably
cruder: Hell's Blender. Every species on the planet, fromthe sinplest lichen to the | argest
predator, seened mindlessly determned to hold onto his ecological and territorial niche against
all efforts to dislodge it. Clear sone |land and soak it with vegebarrier, and within days there
woul d be a dozen new plant variants attenpting to reclaimit. Build a house where a thicket had
been, and before long the local fungi would be growing on the walls. Create a city, or even a
smal | town, and the displaced aninmals would find their way in sonehow ... and not only the snal
ones. A world under perpetual siege, Corwin had once heard Jonny call it. Only the Caelians

t hensel ves knew how-er why—they put up with it.

For another |ong nmonment the roomwas again silent. Stiggur |ooked around, nodded at what he saw.
"Well. | think we can safely agree with Governor Tel ek that considerably nore information is
needed before we can even consider acting. For the noment, then, you're to keep this proposal a
secret fromthe general popul ace while you work out the various pros and cons for yourselves. Now,
then—ene final itemand we'll be adjourned. | have a list of Cobra applicants awaiting fina
Counci | approval ." The twel ve nanes—an unusual | y hi gh nunber —appeared on Corwi n's screen, along
with their home towns and districts. Al the names were faniliar ones; the Cobra Acadeny screeners
had sent in their test results nearly a nonth ago. Justin Mreau was the seventh one |isted.

"Do | hear any votes against these citizens becom ng Cobras, either individually or as a group?"
Stiggur asked the standard question. A couple of nearby heads turned in Corwin's direction
clanping his jaw tightly,
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he kept his eyes on the governor-general and his hands in his lap. "No? Then this Council affirns
the decision of the Cobra Acadeny officials, and hereby directs themto begin the irreversible
stages of the Cobra process." Stiggur pushed a button and the roonis screens bl anked. "This
Counci | session is adjourned.”

Irreversi ble stages. Corwin had heard those words at |east twenty times before at these neetings,
but sonmehow they'd never sounded so final. But then, he'd never heard themapplied to his own
younger brother before, either

Justin Moreau let the car roll to a stop in front of the house, feeling the tension in his

shoul ders translate along his arns to a brief white-knuckl ed squeeze on the wheel. The word had
cone by phone only an hour ago that the Council had given final approval to his application
Tonorrow the surgery would begin that would finally and firmy set himdown in his father's

Stiggur said;

footsteps ... but tonight he would have to face his nother's pain.
"You ready?" Joshua asked fromthe seat next to him
"As ready as |I'l|l ever be." Opening the door, Justin got out and headed toward the house, his

brother falling into step beside him

Corwi n answered Joshua's knock, and despite his tension Justin found hinself enjoying the
inevitable half-second it took their older brother to figure out which was which. Even anong
identical twi ns Joshua and Justin were unusually hard to tell apart, a fact that had caused untold
confusion throughout their lives. Famly and close friends were generally able to manage the
trick, but even with thema secret swap of tunics could sonetinmes go undetected for hours. They'd
pul | ed such stunts innunmerable times when they were younger, a gane they'd given up only after
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their father threatened to color-code themwth |iberal applications of paint.
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"Joshua; Justin," Corwin nodded, |ooking at each in turn as if to prove he'd gotten them straight.
"Abandon all hope of |ight conversation, you who enter here. The Moreau War Council is in session
toni ght."

Ch, great, Justin groaned inwardly. But Corwin had stepped aside, and Joshua was al ready headi ng
in, and it was too late to back out now Squaring his shoul ders, Justin foll owed.

Hi s parents were already seated together on the living roomcouch, and fromlong habit Justin gave
his father a quick once-over. A little weaker-|ooking, perhaps, than the last tinme he'd seen him
but not much. O nore significance was the slight flicker of pain that crossed Jonny's eyes as he
gave the twins an abbreviated wave in greeting. The pain pills for his arthritis really didn't
affect his nental facilities all that nuch; if he'd opted to do without themthere was sone high-
power ed t hought going on in here indeed. A glance at his nother's grimface confirned it, and for
a long mnute Justin wondered if he'd drastically underestinated the | evel of famly opposition to
his Cobra ambitions.

But that assunption didn't last long. "Dinner'1l be ready in about half an hour," Jonny told the
twins as they chose chairs and sat down. "Until then, | want to feel you out on a proposal Stiggur
dropped on the Council session today. Corw n?"

Corwi n took a seat where he could see all the others' faces. "This is all to be kept secret, of
course," he said ... and then launched into the damedest story Justin had ever heard.

Jonny let a few seconds pass after his eldest had finished and then cocked an eyebrow at the
twins. "Well? Reactions?"

"I don't trust them" Joshua said pronptly. "Especially the Tlos denesne. Wiy shoud they offer
their set-up services for nothing?"
"That much is obvious," Jonny told him
COBRA STRI KE

15

ways. If we take the job and the Baliu denmesne |ikes our work, the Tlossies will undoubtedly offer
t hensel ves as our agents to any other interested denmesnes."

"And if we like the deal, they'll offer us their services in finding new jobs," Corw n nodded.
"They pulled the same type of inducenment schene when we were first opening up trade with the
Trofts generally, which is one reason they now handl e so rmuch of it."

"All right," Joshua shrugged. "Assune the offer's legitimte. Are five planets of dubious val ue
worth fighting a war for? An unprovoked war, yet?"

"Flip that over, though," Corwin said. "Suppose this new alien is a genuine and inm nent threat.
Do we dare sinply ignore it and hope it won't find us? Maybe it would be better to take it out now
while it can be done relatively easily."

"And what does ‘'relatively easily' nean?" Joshua countered.

Justin glanced at his nother's tight-lipped expression. The pattern was now a fam liar one: Corw n
usual ly took the devil's advocate position in these round tables, which inplied Jonny was | eani ng
toward the nay side on the issue. His reasons would be interesting to hear, but he was unlikely to
voice themuntil the twins had had their say. But Chrys m ght not be so reticent. "Mom you
haven't said anything yet. How do you feel ?"

She | ooked at him a tired smile touching the corners of her mouth. "Wth you about to becone a
Cobra? O course | don't want to risk your life for worlds we won't even need for another

m |l ennium But aside fromthat enptional reaction, ny logic center can't hel p but wonder why the
Trofts want M5 to do this. They have a war nmachine the equal of the Doninion's—+f they can't
handle this alien threat, what do they expect «s to do?"

Justin | ooked at Joshua, saw his own sudden thoughtful ness only hinted at in his brother's face.
Under st andabl e; Justin knew nuch nore about both
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Cobra capabilities and limtations than Joshua did. He turned to his father, who seemed in turn to
be wat ching him "Qdd," he said.

"I ndeed," Jonny agreed. "The only advantage Cobras have over conbat-suited troops is the fact that
our weapons are concealed. It's hard to inmagine a normal, non-guerrilla war where that's a
deciding factor."

"Of course, the nearest known conbat suits are way over in the Dom nion— Corwi n began

i ¢ .is what's known as a free sanpl e—and runni ng both
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"But if they can hire us they can just as easily hire them" Justin finished for him "R ght?"
Corwi n nodded. "Which | eads nme, at |east, to only one answer for M s question.”

There was a brief pause. "A test,"” Joshua said at |ast. "They want another crack at seeing just
how powerful Cobras really are."

Jonny nodded. "I can't see any other explanation. Especially since the denmesnes at this end of the
Assenbl age probably didn't have any direct contact with human forces during the war. Al they've
got are the farside denesnes' reports, and they may think those are exaggerated."

"So ... what do we do?" Joshua asked. "Play it safe and say we're above mercenary work?"

"That would be ny recommendation,” his father sighed. "Unfortunately—well, you tell them Corwin."
"I took a quick sanple of Council opinion right after the neeting," Corwin said. "The eight
syndics and two governors | talked to who'd followed this same |ine of reasoning were split

strai ght down the middl e on whether backi ng down woul d be a dangerous signal of weakness."

"I'f we try it and fail, what kind of a signal is that?" Joshua snorted.

Justin | ooked at Corwi n. "What about the other Cobras on the Council?" he asked. "Did you talk to
then?" "One of them yes. He was nore interested in dis-

cussing the various nodifications that would be needed to bring the Cobras back to full war
footing."

"Actually, it wouldn't take much nore than a replacenent of the optical enhancenent system" Jonny
said. "The ones we've got now don't have the nmultiple targeting lock we'd need in conbat. W'd
have to change the academ c and some of the practical content of the training, too, but aside from

that a changeover woul d be easy. The nanocomputers still carry all the conbat reflex programm ng,
certainly.”

Justin's tongue swiped briefly at his |lips. Conbat refl exes. The Cobra informati on packets were
never quite that blunt; but that was, after all, what the Instant Defense Capabilities really

were. Combat reflexes. What had sounded perfectly reasonable for a one-on-one confrontation with a
spine leopard didn't seemnearly as reliable for the confusion of full warfare.

Still ... one of those same little conputers had hel ped keep his father alive through three years
of guerrilla war against the Trofts; his father and Cally Hall oran and hundreds of others. The
conput er, and the bone-strengthening | am nae, and the servo notor network, and the |lasers, and the
sonics.... He found his eyes ranging over his father's formas he catal ogued the weaponry and

equi prent inplanted there ... the equipnment that the surgeons at the Cobra Acadeny would start
putting into his own body tonorrow ...

Soneone was calling his name. Snapping out of his reverie, Justin focused on his ol der brother.
"Sorry," he said. "Thoughts were el sewhere. What did you say?"

"I was asking what you thought of the idea of being a nercenary, if that's what it ultimately
boils down to," Corwin said. "Ethically, | nean."

Justin shrugged unconfortably, avoiding his nmother's eyes. "Actually, it doesn't ook to ne |ike
we can be pure nercenaries on this one. W may be def end-
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ing the Wrlds against an alien threat; we will be naking a statenent to the whole Troft
Assenbl age as to what kind of defensive capabilities we have here. Either way, we're ultimately

serving our own people ... which is what Cobras are supposed to do."
"I'n other words, you wouldn't mind going off to fight?" Chrys asked quietly.
Justin winced at her tone, but kept his voice steady. "I don't mind fighting if it's necessary.

But | don't think we should hand that decision to the Trofts, either. The Council should get al
the data on these aliens that we can and then nake their decision without regard to these five

pl anets being dangled in front of us."

In the kitchen a soft tone sounded. "Dinner tine," Jonny announced, |evering hinmself carefully out
of the couch. "And with the food comes an end to political talk. Thank you for your feedback—t's
nice to know we have a famly consensus on this. Now hop to the kitchen and give your nother a
hand. Table needs setting, vegetables a final rinse, and | believe it's your turn, Corwin, to
carve the roast."

Corwi n nodded and headed for the kitchen, Joshua hard on his heels. Chrys stayed at Jonny's side;
and Justin lingered | ong enough to see his father funble out his vials of pain pills. The
political talk is indeed over, he told hinself.

Leaving his parents to thenselves, he hurried toward the kitchen to assist his brothers.

Chapter 3
Sonetinme in the past year or two one of Aventine's violent springtine thunderstorns had swept this
part of the Trappers Forest, and the region's highest hill had taken a real beating. At |east one

tree had been blown to kindling by the |ightning; six others had been knocked flat by either
lightning or wind. The result was a hilltop which, despite its lousy footing, provided a clear
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line of sight for thirty neters in every direction. An unnecessary luxury for the average Cobra
command post ... but then, the average Cobra m ssion didn't have civilian observers to watch out
for, either.

Audi o enhancers at full power, Alnb Pyre sent his k gaze slowy around the edges of the infornal
cl ear -

* ing, acutely conscious of the m ddl e-aged woman

e standing at his side. A civilian was bad enough; but to have one of Aventine's three governors
out here was the sort of unnecessary—not to say damfool —risk no Cobra leader in his right m nd
woul d take. / should have left her behind, Pyre though irritably. The official mayhem woutd' ve
been nothing to what'll hap-

~pen if she gets killed.

; A soft hum-three brief notes—sounded fromthe receiver in his right ear: Wnward had spotted
one of

" their target spine | eopards. Pyre hummed an acknow -

= 19
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edgenent into the wire-m ke curving along his cheek, adding an alert to the others. Linmted and
sonmeti mes awkward to use, the hunming code had the advantage that it wasn't |oud enough to kick in
the cutoffs in the listener's audi o enhancers.

"HmP?" Governor Lizabet Tel ek hunmed. The sound was | ouder than another Cobra woul d' ve used, but
at | east she knew enough not to ask her questions

out | oud.

Pyre notched back the audio, automatically shifting nore attention to his visual scan as he did
so. "Mchael's found one," he explained quietly. "The others will be sweeping in with a net
pattern, watching for cubs and other adults."

"Cubs." Telek's voice was even, but there was nore than a touch of dissatisfaction beneath it.
Pyre shrugged fractionally. Had he seen a flicker of novenment in the shadow between two trees?
"This year's cubs will be next year's breeders,” he rem nded her. "If you biol ogy people can cone
up with a way— A swoosh of branches cane fromhis right, and he spun to see a large feline body
shooting down at themfromthe trees.

The | eap woul d be short—that much was instantly obvi ous—but Pyre knew the predator would hit the
ground running. H's hands were already in firing position—tittle fingers pointed toward the spine
| eopard, thunbs resting against ring fingers' nails—and as the animal stretched its hind | egs
downward for a | andi ng he squeezed.

The lasers in his little fingers spat needles of light into the spine |eopard's face, burning fur
and bone and brain tissue. But Pyre's intended target, its eyes, escaped destruction, and the
creature's nore decentralized nervous system shrugged off the brain danage as if not noticing it.
The spine | eopard | anded, feet stunbling slightly on the branch-littered surface—Pyre had tw sted
and was swinging his left leg to bear when Tel ek gasped. "Behind you!" she snapped.

COBRA STRI KE
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A glinpse over his shoulder was all Pyre could get fromhis angle, but it was enough. The flicker
he'd seen in the forest had becone a second spine | eopard, charging themlike a furry missile.
And spinning the direction he was, Pyre was out of position to do anything about it. "Down!" he
barked at Tel ek, hoping desperately he could attract the spine leopard's attack to hinself. His
programed refl exes gave hima fighting chance, but they had no provision for defending
bystanders, as well.... An instant later his left leg reached firing position, and fromthe hee
of his boot the brilliant spear of his antiarnor |aser |anced out.

There was no tinme to assess the danage—he woul d just have to assunme the first spine | eopard was at
| east tenporarily stopped. Continuing his spin, he dropped his left |leg back to the ground and
brought up his right—

In time to catch the second spine leopard full in the face with his foot.

There was no way Pyre's precarious bal ance coul d absorb the full inmpact of the predator's
charge—and even as the aninal's teeth scranbled for a grip on his boot he felt hinself falling
sideways. Letting his left |eg buckle beneath him he drew his right back fromthe fangs ... and

as spine |leopard sailed over himhe straightened the leg sharply to send a servo-augnented ki ck
hard into the creature's belly.

It shrieked, and even through the blur of notion Pyre sawits foreleg spines snap outward into
defense position. It knewit was hurt ... though perhaps not that it was dooned. For whatever

i nci dental danage Pyre's kick had caused, it had al so pushed the creature higher into the air—-and
the extra half second it took the spine | eopard to reach the ground was all the tinme Pyre needed
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to again bring his left leg to bear. The antiarnor |aser flashed twi ce, and the predator landed in
a snoki ng heap.

Pyre scranbled to his feet, eyes automatically
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searching out the unnmoving figure of the first spine leopard. Only then did he turn back to see
what had happened to Tel ek

The governor was on hands and knees in the small holl ow between two fallen tree |linbs, the snal

pell et pistol she'd been carrying clutched in one hand. "Is it safe to cone out yet?" she asked,

only a slight quaver in her voice.

Pyre gave the edge of the forest a careful scan. "I think so," he said, stepping forward to help
her up. "Thanks for the warning."

"No problem" She waved off his assistance, brushing off dead | eaves as she got to her feet. "I'd

heard reports fromother areas that the spine | eopards were occasionally hunting in pairs these
days, but | didn't think it'd started here yet. Survival pressure's supposed to be lighter in the
maj or forests.”

"I't's strong enough,” Pyre told her grimy. "And as

| was saying, unless you biologists can come up with

a way to counteract it, these hunts are going to have

to continue."

"I"'mhardly on the forefront of biological research

these days—

She broke off as Pyre held up his hand. "Report," he said quietly into his wire-mke. "... yes.
Need any help? ... all right. Return here when you're done."

Tel ek was wat ching him "They found the den site," he told her. "Ten cubs init."

Her nmouth conpressed into a tight line. "Ten. Twenty years ago a spine leopard litter never
exceeded two or three. Never,"

Pyre shrugged unconfortably, running a hand through his thinning hair. Pony-seven years old, and
chasing through the forests |like a new y-conm ssioned kid. He night have been bitter if the duty
wasn't so vital. "We've cleared out too many of their territories,”" he said with a shake of his
head. "However it is they sense these things, they know there's roomon Aventine for a whole | ot
nmore spine | eopards. Theoretically."
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Tel ek snorted gently. "Theoretically, indeed. Spine |leopards in the streets of Capitalia." She
shook her head in turn. "If you only knew. Pyre, how often biol ogists have yearned for a truly
sel f-healing planetary ecol ogy. And now we've got two . .. and they're a dam bl oody nui sance."

"Nui sance' is hardly a word |I'd apply to Caelian, CGovernor," Pyre murmured.

"True." Sonmething in her tone made hi m gl ance over, and he found her gazing tight-1ipped into the
forest. "Well . .. maybe there's sonmething we can do about it."

"About all we could do about Caelian is abandon it," he retorted.

"That's exactly what | had in mnd," she nodded. "Tell nme, would you be available for sone

consul tation before the Council neeting the day after tonorrow? | need sone expert advice from an
experi enced Cobra team | eader."

"l suppose so," he said reluctantly. "But only if we're finished conpletely out here."

"Fine," she agreed. "I think you'll find nmy proposal very interesting.”

/ doubt it, he told hinself norosely, turning his attention back to the forest. Another political
mnd with another political solution. Once—fust once—+'d |like to hear something el se. Anything

el se. Unbi dden, the face of Tors Challinor rose before him Challinor, who had tried years ago to

take military control of Aventine. Well, all right, he told the menory with a shudder. 1'd |like
al nost anyt hi ng el se.
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Chapter 4

"This nmeeting is officially come to order," Governor-Ceneral Stiggur announced, bringing his hand
down in a dramatic gesture to start the seal ed recorder

Sonehow, Corwi n thought, the whole thing lost a lot of effect when translated to a roomthe size
of a large office and an audi ence of six. "I've called you here," Stiggur continued, "to discuss
the issue raised at the Council neeting two weeks ago: nanely, whether to undertake the job the
Tl os demesne has offered us."

Corwi n glanced surreptitiously around the table at the five governors, feeling as he never had at
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Council neetings the sheer weight of political authority assembled around him An oppressive,

al rost suffocating presence—

Until Governor Lizabet Tel ek spoke up and broke the bubble. "I realize, Brom that you' re speaking
for posterity here," she said to Stiggur, "but can we try to do without the heavy historica

phrasi ngs?"

Stiggur tried to glare at her, but his heart clearly wasn't in it. None of them had cone to
Aventine all those years ago with any political aspirations, and while they'd stepped into these

positions with reasonabl e success, they were all still non-politicians beneath the trappings. "All
ri ght —poi nt taken,"
24

Stiggur sighed. "Fine. So who's got anything to report?"

"I"'d like to know first of all where Governor Enmeritus Moreau is," Caelian's CGovernor How e
Vartanson spoke up. "It seems to ne this issue should take priority over therapy sessions or
what ever . "

"My father's in the hospital at the nmonment," Corwin said, resisting the urge to say sonething
nasty about the other's unthinking callousness. He knew Jonny was a first-generation Cobra, after
all. "Inmune systemtrouble, the doctors think."

"How serious is it?" Stiggur asked, frowning.

"Apparently not very. It came on rather suddenly |ast night, though."

"You shoul d have | et soneone know," Jor Hemmer said, one frail hand playing restlessly with his
Wi spy beard. "W coul d have postponed this neeting."

"Not if we want to have a recomendation for the full Council neeting this afternoon,™ Corw n
said, glancing at Hemmer before returning his gaze to Stiggur. "I know ny father's thoughts on
this matter, sir, and have his authority to act for him | presume you'll accept my council proxy

in this session?"

"Well, the strict legality—=

"Ch, for heaven's sake, Brom let himsit in and be done with it,"'
of ground to cover this norning, and I want to get to it."

"Fine." Stiggur raised his eyebrows at the others. "Any objections? Al right. Anyone nanaged to
find out anything fromthe Trofts about this Qasanma?"

QO or Roi of Palatine cleared his throat. "I tried playing the old i ndependent-planets routine on
Speaker One, but | think it's starting to wear thin. They're finally tunbling to the fact that
we're a political unit even though we can all make our own trade agreenents. Still, | think he was
bei ng honest when he said he'd already given us all he had.”

"Maybe he was just holding out in hopes we'd outbid you," suggested Dylan Fairleigh, the third
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Aventine governor. It was a rather naive comment, Corwi n thought, betraying the |ack of experience
with Troft trade that al nost automatically cane with the other's Far Wst Region jurisdiction.
Vartanson, predictably, didn't bother to take that into account. "Don't be ridiculous," he
snorted. "Trofts don't hold out without making it known that they have sonething for sale.
Where' ve you been the past 14 years, anyway?"

Fairleigh's forehead darkened, but before he could speak Tel ek cut in. "Ckay—so it's established

Tel ek put in. "We' ve got a |ot

the Tlossies haven't got anything. Next step is obviously to get to soneone who does. | see two
choices: the Baliu denesne or Qasana itself."
"Just a second," Corwi n spoke up. "lIsn't the next step to see whether we're going to need this

i nformation?"

Telek frowmed at him "O course we need it. How el se can we nake a rational decision?"

"The nost rational decision would be to give the Tlossies a sinple no sale right now," Corw n
answered. "If we do—

"Since when is hiding fromreality a rational decision?" Telek interrupted tartly.

"Saying no nowis a statenment of principle,” Corwin told her, feeling sweat break out on his
forehead. Jonny had warned himthis view was unlikely to be well received, but Corwin hadn't been

prepared for so strong a negative reaction. "It says we're not interested in becom ng nercenaries
for—

"What about our own interests?" Vartanson put in. "If Qasama is a threat to the Trofts it's
probably a threat to us, too."

"Yes, but ..." Corwin stopped as words and | ogic suddenly tangled into a knotted mess. Rel ax, he
ordered hinmself. No one here's anyone to be afraid of.

But even as he fought his sudden shyness Stiggur cane to his rescue. "I think the point Corwin's
trying to nake is that we can still send expeditions to

COBRA STRI KE
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Qasana or wherever once we've turned down the Baliu denesne's deal,"” he said. "At that point we're

not constrained by what the Trofts want done, but are free to take action as we see fit."

"Sounds very noble," Tel ek nodded. "Unfortunately, it runs very quickly into one inportant

practical detail. Nanely, who pays for this if the Trofts don't?"

Fairleigh shifted in his seat. "I was under the inpression the Trofts were offering only those

five planets, not paynent of costs too."

"No deal's been officially struck—e could demand costs as part of the package," Roi pointed out

thoughtfully. "But it would still take a | ot of Cobras out of circulation for up to several years.

How fast can the acadeny replace then?"

"Surgery and training together take three nonths,

"Candi dat e screeni ng adds anot her two weeks."

"But the whol e process can be shrunk to | ess than seven weeks," Tel ek said, brandishing a nagcard

for a noment before dropping it into her reader. "In the past few days |'ve spoken with two

authorities on Cobra matters: Cally Halloran, who was Jenny's old teammate in the Troft War; and

Alno Pyre, currently head of Cobra operations in Syzra District. Together they've provided the

data necessary for a cost analysis of both the initial scouting expedition and the three nost

likely types of nmilitary operation.”

Corwin stared at the figures that appeared on his display, the two nanmes she'd dropped so casual ly

into the discussion bouncing |ike unexpl oded grenades around his nunbed brain. Cally Hall oran—ene

of his father's oldest and nost trusted friends; and Alnb Pyre—a Mrreau famly friend for as | ong

as Corwin could renmenber. Sneaking a glance over his screen, he found Tetek's cal meyes on him.
and suddenly he realized what she was trying to do.

By choosing Jonny's friends as her experts, she hoped to stifle any disagreenent the only Cobra in
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Corwi n spoke up, feeling better on bal ance.
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this inner circle mght have had with her nunbers ... and as he began studying those nunbers he

saw the conclusion they inevitably led to.

For even the smallest of the projected nmilitary actions the costs were sinply staggering. Halloran
and Pyre had estimated a mini num of nine hundred Cobras—a full third of the three Wrlds' current
contingent—en or near Qasanm for six to twelve nonths. Equi prent, transport, supply, replacenent
of casualties—+t was far nore than the Wrlds could hope to scrape together fromtheir nodest
econom es. The abrupt |oss of that many Cobras alone would bring to a dead halt all territoria
expansi on on Aventine and Palatine; on Caelian it could easily precipitate the final destruction
or abandonment of that bel eaguered col ony.

Fairleigh broke the silence first. "W'd better hope the Casanans aren't too i nmediate a threat,"
he muttered. ''Nine hundred to three thousand Cobras. How | ong would it take to replace—=2 Oh,
there it is.” Corwin found the Iline on his own display. "That assunes an unlimted supply of
qual i fied candi dates," he said.
"Well, if that pool doesn't exist—er can't be generated—we're in serious trouble already," Ro
grow ed. "CQur safety fromthe Trofts thenmsel ves depends on a healthy respect for Cobra fighting
skills. If they thought our paltry twenty-eight hundred were all they'd ever have to deal with .

." He shook his head.
"All the nore reason to show them how easily expandable the Cobra programis," Tel ek argued. "W
can do it—especially with the Trofts paying for the denobnstration."
The di scussion raged on for a half hour nore, but Corwin could see the battle was lost. O the six
others in the room only Hermmer and Roi seemed at all willing to consider Jonny's position. If
nei ther of them swi tched sides, Corwin's double vote would deadl ock the issue at four to four
whi ch woul d nean throw ng
it to the full Council without any official recommendati on. The Council's handling of matters even
with a recomendati on was chancy enough; wi thout one, the results were inpossible for anyone to
predict.
And as the probability of victory slipped ever closer to zero, Corwin realized that, for the first
time since obtaining his father's proxy, he was going to have to nmake a deal on his own
initiative. A deal he wasn't at all certain Jonny woul d approve of.

He waited until the last mnute, hoping against the odds; but as the governor-general called for a
vote he raised his hand. "I'd like to ask for a short break before we go any further," he said.
"It seens to nme sone private thought or discussion mght be useful before we conmt our votes to
the record. "
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Stiggur's eyebrows lifted slightly, but he nodded w thout hesitation. "All right. W'Ill neet back
here in 20 m nutes."

The general exodus was qui et—apparently the others felt in need of a break, as well—-and a m nute
or two later Corwin was sitting in his father's Domi nion Building office. For a | ong nonent he
stared at the phone on the desk, wondering if he should discuss this with anyone before he went
ahead and did it. But his father would still be in the depths of biochem cal surgery, and he coul d
guess what his nother would say. Theron Yutu, across town in Jonny's main office? No. The tw ns—he
ought to discuss it with ,» them But Justin was incomunicado in the surgery i wi ng of the Cobra
Acadeny, and to tell only Joshua would be unfair . . . and Corwin realized he was | stalling.
Taking a deep breath, he got up fromhis f father's chair and headed down the hall to Governor

Tel ek's office.

If she was surprised to see him it didn't show. "Corwi n," she nodded, closing the door behind him
and ushering himto a seat. "Nice dilenma we have here, isn't it? Wiat can | do for you?"

Corwin waited until she was seated again at her
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desk before speaking, "How do you see the vote?" he asked bluntly.

Agai n, she showed no surprise. "Myself, Brom Dylan, and Howie for; you, Jor, and O or against.
Deadl ock. You cone here to try and change ny m nd?" He shook his head. "You knew ny father would
be against the whole thing, didn't you? That's why you dragged Cally and Alno into it."

"Your father was one of the strongest opponents of the Cobra Acadeny when it was set up sone
twenty-five years ago," she reminded him "It wasn't hard to guess he'd be agai nst any proposa
that would increase the nunber of Cobras."

Whi ch nade Jonny's phil osophi cal objections to Cobras-for-hire sound |ike nothing nore than
canoufl age for an old habitual reflex. Corwin swallowed hard against the rebuttal that wanted to
cone out. Now was not the tine to defend his father's stand. "So what exactly do you want?" he
asked instead. "A contractual conmitrment to handl e whatever this threat is that Qasana poses?"

"Of course not," she snorted. "No one in their right mnd would give a Troft a carte blanche |ike
that. All | want is to commt us to a survey m ssion—-at Troft expense.”

"Wn't that commit us to carrying out the rest of it, too?"

"Not if the agreenment's drawn up carefully enough." She pursed her lips. "You' re about to bring up
the inmage question if we | ook Qasama over and then back out. | don't really have any better answer
to that than the one | gave fifteen m nutes ago. The risks of not knowi ng what kind of threat
Qasanm is are greater than the risks of |ooking weak to the Trofts."” Corwin took a deep breath.
"Then | presune you'd like to have that as the official recomendation to the Council in a few
hour s?"

"I'd like that very nmuch," she said cautiously. "Wat's it going to cost ne?"
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Corwi n gestured toward the conference roomdown the hall. "Your proposed survey nission would
i ncl ude a maxi mum of twel ve people plus ship's crew, as | recall. | want two of those twelve to be

my father's choice."

"Wth his skeptic's attitude to keep the mission honest?" She snmiled wyly. "As a matter of fact,
that's probably a good idea ... but giving a governor eneritus sixteen percent of the package
isn't likely to fly very smoothly."

"I can sweeten the deal considerably. How would you like to send an undetectable Cobra on the

m ssi on?"

He had the satisfaction of seeing her eyes widen with surprise. "I thought a careful deep-body
scan woul d pick up even Cobra gear."
“I't will," Corwin nodded. "But a scan of that type takes alnost fifteen nminutes to conplete. How

many tines is a host likely to subject visiting dignitaries to that sort of thing?"

She frowned at him for several heartbeats. "My i mediate reaction is that you're being

ant hroponmorphic in the extreme. Suppose their deep-body stuff is nore sensitive or just faster
than ours, for exanple? But assumng you're right, then what? —erama Cobra surgery teaminto the
Dewdrop for sone fast work?"

"Not at all. | propose sending a Cobra and a non-Cobra who are virtually indistinguishable from
each other. My twin brothers Joshua and Justin."

Telek's breath cane out in a thoughtful hiss. "Cute. Very cute. So the Cobra stays aboard ship
until the aliens have done all their studies on the landing party, and then they switch places?
Interesting proposal. But suppose the Qasanmans use sonething besides sight for identification?
Sound or scent, for instance?"

Corwi n shrugged, trying to make the gesture | ook casual. "Then we're out of luck. But nost |and
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predators we know of —+ncl udi ng those on Troft and Do-
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m nion worl ds—+ely heavily on sight. | think it's a fair ganble, and if it doesn't work we haven't
really |l ost anything."

"Except two places in the mssion that could have gone to other people." Telek | eaned back in her
chair, her eyes focused somewhere behind Corwin's head. He waited, forcing hinself to breathe
normally ... and abruptly her eyes returned to himand she nodded. "All right, it's a .deal ... on
one further condition. You—er, rather, your father—nust support ny bid to go on the mssion."
"You?" Corwin blurted. "But that's—=

"Ri di cul ous? Hardly. The mission's going to need both scientific and political experts aboard, and
I"'mthe only governor who qualifies in both fields and is healthy enough to nake the trip."

"Your biological degree is a |ong way behind you."

"I"ve kept up with the field. And we need sonmeone of governor rank in case sonme major policy

deci sion comes up. Unless you know any syndics you'd trust with that task."

But can | trust you with it? He pursed his lips tightly, unsure of what he shoul d do.

"You've got tinme to think," she said calmy as the silence began to stretch. d ancing at her

wat ch, she stood up. "The nission teams not likely to be deternmined for at | east a week or two.
Talk it over with Jonny, work through the |ogic—+ think you'll agree | should be aboard. But it's
time to go back in there and get a recommendati on for the Council to chew on."

Corwi n stood up, too. "All right ... but if |I vote with you now, | want you to support ny getting
Justin and Joshua aboard-whether my father ultimately backs your own bid or not."

She smled wyly. "Realized you were giving away too nuch, did you? Well, that's how you | earn
Sure, |'Il support your brothers. It's a good idea ... and to be perfectly honest, | don't expect

I"l'l need Jonny's vote to get on the nission, anyway."
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The vote was four to two in favor of Telek's proposal when it cane to Corwin's turn. He avoi ded
Hemmer's and Roi's eyes as he nade it six to two, but he could feel their astoni shed gazes on him
as Stiggur recorded the vote into the record.

Three hours later, the full Council nade it official

Lyi ng propped up in his hopital bed, Jonny listened silently to Corwin's report of the governors
session, the Council meeting, and the private deal he'd made. / should be angry, Jonny thought,
peri pherally aware of the IV tubes feeding clear fluids into his arnms. Sonme calmng factor in the
antibiotic voodoo mxture? O did | really know all along ny plan wouldn't nake it?

Corwi n st opped speaking and waited, the tension lines visible in his face. "Have you spoken to
Justin or Joshua about this?" Jonny asked. "Or your nother?"

Corwin actually winced. "No, to both questions. | cane up with the basic idea |ast week, but |
hoped | wouldn't have to suggest it to anyone. At |east, not without talking to you first. | think
they'd be willing, though."

"Ch, they'll be willing, all right—that's not the problem"™ Jonny turned his head to gaze out the
wi ndow. Capitalia's streetlights were visible below, the cityscape superinposed on the reflection
of the hospital room around him "You boys have al ways been very precious to your nother, you
know," he said. "You provided the extra famly warnth that | often wasn't able to give her. Too

often wasn't able to. As a Cobra . . . then a syndic . .. then a governor ... it takes a lot of
time to serve people, Corwin. Time taken away fromyour famly. You canme to work with ne here, and
Justin's becoming a Cobra . . . and now Joshua's going to be taken fromher, too." He realized
abruptly he was ranbling and brought his eyes back to Corw n.

The other was | ooking pretty mserable. "I'msorry.
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Maybe | shoul dn't have done it. They can still back down."

Jonny shook his head. "No, you did the right thing, all the way down the line. Putting the tw ns
aboard could give us a key tactical advantage, and the full council probably woul dn't have gone
for my proposal any nore than Brom and conpany did. Especially with the cost estinates Cally and
Al no provided." He shook his head. "Pity Cally's too old to go along—a Cobra with mlitary
experience would be awmfully nice to have on the scene...." He trailed off thoughtfully as an idea
suddenly occurred to him

"You're not planning to go yourself, are you?" Corwi n asked suspiciously into his train of

t hought .
"Hnf? Oh, no. Not really. | was just trying to think of a way to make this all up to your nother."
Taking a deep breath, he let it out in a controlled sigh. "Well. 1'Il be out of here in the
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nornng, or so they say-soon enough for us to break this to her. Wy don't you talk to Joshua

tonight, get his reaction. If possible, | think we should all be together when we tell Chrys."
"All except Justin,” Corwin reminded him "He'll be in surgical isolation for another week."

"I know that," Jonny said, a touch of asperity making it through the enotional danper around him
"But the three of us should be there."

"Right," Corwi n nodded, standing up. "I'll let you get back to resting now and see you in the
morni ng. | can check on ny way out when you'll be released and be here to drive you hone."

"Fine. Ch, and while you're checking that, would you ask the doctor to drop by when he's got sone
time? There are sone things | want to discuss with him"

"Sure," Corwin said. He held his father's eye another second, then turned and |eft.

Shifting to a nore confortable position, Jonny closed his eyes and let all tensions nelt away. Had
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there been another touch of suspicion in Corwin's face as he left? Jonny wasn't sure. But it
didn't really matter. Unlike his son, he had several other governors besides Tel ek with whom he
could cut a deal and by the tinme Corwin found out about it, it would all be arranged.

And the other would surely approve, anyway. Eventually.

Chapter 5

The roomthey'd taken himto was the first surprise—Justin had had the inpression that the new
trai nees woul d be kept together for their first postoperative orientation session. A quick glance
around the office as his escort left himalone was a second shock: no Cobra training instructor
could possibly have an office this ornate. The desk—had he seen its carved cyprene wood in the
Cobra |l ecture tapes he'd studi ed before applying? If so, this was the private office of

Coordi nator Sun hinmsel f. Whatever was going on, this was not part of the published schedul e.

Behi nd the desk, a private door opened. Justin tensed; and as a man stepped into the room he felt
a relieved grin spread over his face. "Almo! | thought you were still out in Syzra District
hunti ng down spine | eopards. ™

"Hell o, Justin—no, please stay seated.” Pyre sat down behind the desk.

And Justin suddenly realized the other hadn't even smiled in greeting. "Wat's up, A npb?" he
asked, his pleased surprise evaporating. "Is sonething wong? Good Lord—s it Dad?"

"No, no, your family's fine," Pyre hastened to reassure him "Although in a couple of nonths— He
36

COBRA STRI KE

37

broke off. "Let's start over. How nmuch do you know about the Qasanma thing?"

Justin hesitated. Admitting to Pyre that his father had given the famly confidential information
was no big deal in and of itself ... but under these circunstances. . . . "Just the basics of the
Troft offer," he said. "My father wanted to discuss the ethical aspects with us."

"Fine," Pyre nodded. "Then | won't need to go over that with you. In the past three weeks there*ve
been sone tw sts added—by the Council and, believe it or not, your own brother."

Justin listened in silence as Pyre explained the Council's expeditionary plan and Corwin's
suggestion, his enmotions turnmoiling between shock and excitement with very little roomleft amd
it all for rational thought. "The Council's voted to put you two aboard if you're both willing to
go/' Pyre concluded. "Any inmredi ate reactions?"

Justin took a nonment to find his tongue. "It sounds .. . interesting. Very interesting. Wat's
Joshua had to say about it, and where do you fit in?"

"Joshua you can ask yourself—'Il send himin when |I'mdone. As for me— Pyre's lip twitched in
sonet hi ng between a snile and a grinmace. "I'mgoing to be head of the shipboard Cobra
contingent—four of us in all. And if you choose one of those slots, I'll be handling all your

Cobra training for the next few weeks."

Justin was suddenly aware of the neckwap computer nestling around his throat—the programabl e
trai ning computer that would be replaced by the inplanted Cobra nanoconputer if and when he
graduated. "Specialized training, | gather? Stuff you don't need to fight spine | eopards?”

"And special -function programmed reflexes that are built into the standard nanoconputer but never
needed in forest work," Pyre nodded. "Ceiling flips, backspins; that sort of thing."
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"Won't your other Cobras need that, too?"

"They'l|l be joining us once your basics are out of the way, three to four weeks fromnow " Pyre
| eaned his el bows on the desk, steepling his fingertips in front of him "Look, Justin, |'ve got
to be honest with you. | can tell you're seeing this as a big fat adventure, but you have to
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realize the chances are fair we'll all wind up dying on Qasana."

"Aw, cone on, Alnmp," Justin grinned. "You'll be there, too, and you're too lucky to be killed."
"Stop that!" Pyre snapped. "Luck is statistical chance, with a weak coupling to skill and
experience. Nothing nore. I've got a little of both—you'll have practically none of either. If

anyone dies, it's likely to be you."

Justin shrank into his chair, taken aback by Pyre's outburst. The ol der nan had been one of
Justin's nost admired role nodel s when he was younger, the one who—-as much as his father-had
catal yzed his decision to become a Cobra hinself. To be chewed out by that role nodel was nore of
a shock than he'd ever dreaned such a thing could be.

Hi s expression nust have nmirrored his feelings; but Pyre neverthel ess continued to glare for
several nore seconds before finally letting his eyes soften. "I know that hurt," he said softly,
"but it didn't hurt nearly as nuch as a laser would. Get it into your head right now that this is
a probe into eneny territory. Your father will tell you that fighting spine |eopards is a picnic
in conparison.”

Justin licked his lips. "You don't want ne al ong, do you?"

For the First tinme Pyre's gaze slipped anay fromJustin's face. "Wiat | want personally is
irrelevant. The Council nade a decision, all the old war veterans concurred that it nade good
tactical sense, and Governor Tel ek persuaded them | was the man to | ead the Cobra contingent. M
job's been defined for me, and it's nowup to ne to carry it out. Period."
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"And you're afraid | won't be able to handle it?" Justin asked, the first stirrings of anger
starting to seep through the nunbness.

"I"'mafraid none of us will be able to," Pyre replied tartly. "And if the whole thing goes up, |
don't like the fact that ny attention will be split between the nmission's safety and yours."

"Way should it be?" Justin retorted. "Because you've known ne since | was in diapers? Because
you' ve been Dad's friend even longer? I'm22, Alno, old enough to take care of nyself now-and if
you want | ogic, how about the fact that I won't have to unlearn all the little tricks of fighting
spi ne | eopards that the rest of you will? You have any conpl aints about ny youth, save them for

after the training, all right? Then maybe we'll have sone actual specifics to discuss."”

Pyre's eyes were again |l ocked with his and unconsciously Justin braced for a second outburst. But
it didn't come. "Okay," Pyre said softly. "I just wanted to nake sure you knew what you were
getting into. Believe it or not, | do understand how you feel . .. though you'll find that others
may not." He stood up, and a hint of the old Alnb Pyre peeked through for an instant. "I'Il et
Joshua cone and talk to you now. I'Il be in the office across the hall; just come on over when

you're finished. Take your time, but try not to nake this one of those w de-rangi ng starvation
sessions you two are fanous for." Wth a glimer of a snile he left the room

Justin let out a shuddering sigh of relief. Hi s heartbeat was headi ng back toward normal when his
twin arrived a mnute later. "Alnmo told me to keep this talk under six nonths," Joshua said,
seating himself in the recently vacated desk chair. "Do we really talk that nmuch?"

"Only together," Justin said.

"Probably true," the other conceded, running a critical eye over his brother. "So. How do you

feel ?"
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"Fromthe surgery, fine. FromA m's little talk, |ike someone just threw an oversized gantua at
me. Accurately."

Joshua nodded his commiseration. "I know how you feel. So ... what do you think?"

"Sounds like sonething I'd really like to do—or it did before Alnb went into an amazi ngly deep
di scourage node. | gather you al so have reservati ons?"

Joshua frowned. "Not especially, aside fromthe obvious aversions to getting nyself killed. Wo
said | did?"

"Almo inplied sonmeone was having problenms with the plan.”

Joshua's frown becane a pained grimace. "Probably referring to Mom"

"Mom " Justin ground his left fist hard into his right palmw th chagrin at having forgotten al
about her in the excitenent—and an instant later the stab of pain from both knuckles and pal m
rem nded himthat, even with the Iimtations inposed on it by the neckwap conputer, his new
strengt h- enhanci ng servo network wasn't sonething he could afford to ignore. Fortunately, the
skel etal |anmi nae had nmade his bones virtually unbreakable, which nmeant that this tinme he'd get
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away wWith only bruises. On his pride, as well as on his skin. "Gunfick it, | didn't even think of
what this would do to her," he admitted to Joshua. "She been told yet?"

"Ch, yeah—and believe nme, you were having lots nore fun in surgery."” Joshua shook his head. "I
don't know. Maybe we ought to pass this up.”

"What did she say?"

"About what you'd expect," the other sighed. "Dead set against it enotionally, only marginally
nore for it intellectually, and feeling generally betrayed that Corwin would even suggest such a
thing. We tried to convince her that you were getting off easier than if

you' d been assigned to Caelian, or even to the spine |l eopard exterm nati on squads, but | don't

t hi nk she believed us."

"Alnmo doesn't believe that," Justin pointed out dryly. "Wy should she?"

Joshua waved a hand in futility. "I didn't invent the art of wishful thinking; | just market it
locally."

"Yeah." Justin found a vacant corner to stare at for a nmonent, then returned his gaze to this
brother. "So you really think we should pass this up?”

"To be brutally honest, no." Joshua began ticking off fingers. "Corwin's basic idea sounds good,
and it's obvious we're the only two in the Wirlds who could pull it off. We're likely to also be
the only ones aboard who share Dad's view that hiring ourselves out is a dangerous precedent. And
finally— He grinned suddenly, shyly. "Heck, Justin, you felt it in school, too. W're

Mor eaus—sons of the Cobra, Troft WAar veteran, governor eneritus, original Aventinian pioneer Jonny
Moreau hinmsel f. Peopl e expect something great fromus."

"That's a pretty blithering reason to do sonething."

"By itself, sure. But conmbined with reason nunber two, it means our report and recomendati ons

will carry a hefty bit of inertia when we get back from Qasanma ... and given the current Counci

| eani ng, Dad may need that extra bit of weight to keep them from doi ng anything stupid."”

And on the other hand, Justin thought grimy, is what it'll do to Mom Your basic no-wn
situation. But Joshua was right ... and if there was one thing they'd | earned fromboth parents,
it was that personal confort and preference were never to stand in the way of service to the
whole. "All right," he said at last. "If you're gane, so aml. 'Gntuas, hell: charge!' and al
that."

"Ckay." Joshua stood up. "Well, then, we'd better get to it. Alnp's got some serious sweat waiting
for
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you, | don't doubt, and |I've got a couple of surgeons down the hall warmi ng up an operating table
for

ne.

"Surgeons?" Justin frowned, getting—arefully—to his feet. "Wat do they want you for?"

Joshua wi nked slyly. "You'll find out. For now, suffice it to say that it's sonething that'll |et

you be the best ne possible when we get to Qasama.”

"The best what? Conme on, Joshua—

"See you in a couple of nonths," Joshua grinned and slipped out the door

You and your stupid guessing ganes, Justin thought after him and for a nonment consi dered chasing
hi m down and badgering whatever this was out of him But Alno was waiting across the hall; and
we're not 16 years old anynore, he remninded hinself. Squaring his shoul ders, he headed out to
confront his new tutor.

Tel ephone screens had never in their long history cone anywhere near the fine-detail resolution
even the sinplest conputer displays required. It was a failing deliberately built in, Jonny had
once heard, not for financial reasons but psychosocial ones. Winkles, worry lines, mnor
enotional perturbations—all were edited out, to the point that if the picture on the screen was
happy, sad, or angry, it could be safely assumed the person hinself was deep into the
correspondi ng state.

It was a shock, therefore, to see howutterly tired Corwi n appeared.

"As of ten minutes ago we were back to deadl ock, Dad," his eldest son told him shaking his head.
"OfF course, the Tlossies are really bargaining for the Baliu demesne, and Speaker One has only
limted flexibility to work with. Expecially on the survey mission budget. Every time we try to
add something he has to take sonething else away. Or so he clains."

Jonny gl anced over the screen. Chrys, seated at the
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dining roomtable, was pretending to be engrossed in the collection of electronics parts she'd
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spread out there, but he knew she was listening to the conversation. "Maybe |I'd better cone back
down there, then," he told Corwin. "See if | can help."

"Not worth it," the other shook his head. "Governor Telek's bargaining at |least as hard as you
coul d, and everyone's keeping out of each other's way for a change. Besides, the tenp's dropped
ten degrees since sundown."”

Jonny grinmaced; but it was just one nore environnental factor he'd had to learn to live with.
Capitalia was in the mddle of the first cold snap of autumm, and noving in and out of heated
buil di ngs was nmore than his arthritic joints could stand. The only alternatives to hiding indoors
were heated suits or extra pain nedication, neither of which expecially appealed to him "All
right," he told his son. "But if you guys don't break for the evening soon, call ne back and |'1|
relieve you. You | ook beat."

"I''ll be all right. The main reason | called was to check a couple of things on this parallel
survey mssion request you put in. How rmuch of that are you willing for the Wrlds to finance?"
"Not a single quarter,” Jonny told himflatly. "At the bottomline this is a trade deal, Corw n,
and no one trades for nmerchandi se he hasn't even seen, let alone inspected. O course, since it's
the Pua denesne that's actually offering the five planets, you can probably insist the Speaker
charge themthe survey costs. Al that'll ultimately do is throw the issue back to Pua and Baliu
to work out between thenselves, but at least it should get it out of our hair."

"Yeah." Corwi n shook his head in benusenment, "Hard to believe this collection of business
cutthroats actually got together |ong enough to fight a war."

"They did. Believe me, they did. And there's nothing that says they couldn't do it again."

"Point taken. Well . . . are you willing for us to use
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the Menssana for the survey nission if the Trofts—whichever Trofts—pay alt the other expenses?"

Jonny bit at his lip. "I'd rather they provide the ship, too. But okay—f you have to fall back to
that position, go ahead and do so. They pay for the fuel, though."
"Ckay. Actually, 1'I'l probably wind up holding that option against sonething the Qasanma m ssion

needs. Talk to you later."

They signed off, and for a noment Jonny gazed at the screen as he tried to visualize all the
various lines the negotiations could nove along. But it was too nuch |ike an oversized gane of
trisec chess, with just too nany possibilities to hang onto simultaneously. Getting to his feet—an
easy enough operation in the overheated roon+-he went over to the table and sat down next to Chrys.
"How s it com ng?" he asked, eyeing the mass of wires, mcrocomponents, and centipeds set into
her circuit board.

"Slow," she said, fiddling with the controls on her diagnostic display. "I'm beginning to see why
everyone prefers buying finished Troft electronics to just getting the conponents and buil di ng

thi ngs thensel ves. These centipeds in particular have a lot of odd and not entirely obvious
response characteristics outside their quote normal unquote usage range."

"You'll figure it all out,” Jonny assured her. "You were once the best electronics tech in—=

"I'n Ariel ?" She snorted. "Thanks a spangle. There were only two of us there—+ had to be best or
runner-up."

"Best, definitely," Jonny said firmy. A touch of the old Chrys, the sense of hunmor that had been
so muted lately ... perhaps she was finally getting a grip on the turmil of the past few weeks.
O perhaps she was sinply retreating into her own past. It had been years since she'd done

anyt hing serious with her electronics training.

"You realize, of course,"” she cut quietly into his
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t houghts, "that if you let the Menssana go on this survey mission, there'll be no backup ship
available if the Dewdrop gets in trouble on Qasana."

Jonny shook his head. "W weren't going to use the Menssana for that anyway. There'll be one or

nmore Troft warshi ps hangi ng back from Qasana in case sone extra nuscle is needed."

"I thought the Trofts didn't want to fight the Qasanans."

"I'f the mission has any trouble, they'll damm well have to," Jonny said grimy. "But they

shoul dn't have any real qual ns—a | ocal conmando-type strike is hardly the sane as conmitting to a
full-scale war."

"Besi des which, they' Il want to protect their investnent?"

"Now you're thinking Iike a Troft." Reaching over, he put an arm around her shoul ders. "Just
renenber, Chrys," he added nore seriously, "that the Baliuies had to have gotten at |east one
diplomatic teaminto and out of Qasanm safely to have anything |ike the data we know t hey have.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Timothy%20Zahn%20-%20Cobra%20StrikeUC.txt (17 of 131) [2/1/2004 3:36:33 PM]



file:///D}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Timothy %202 ahn%620-%20Cobra%s20StrikeUC.txt

The third-level translator programthey' |l be giving us shows that nmuch. Joshua and Justin will be
all right. Really."

"I"d like to believe that,"” Chrys sighed. "But you knowit's a nother's prerogative to worry."

"I seemto renmenber that being a wife's prerogative thirty years ago."

"Thi ngs change." Chrys toyed with a hex-shaped centiped. "A ways do."

"Yes," Jonny agreed. "And not always for the better. | seemto also remenber a tine when the two
of us went on trips together—ust the two of us, with no kids along. Wat would you say to seeing
if we can bring back those days?"

Chrys snorted faintly. "You think the Council could function wi thout you that |ong?"

He winced at the inplied criticism "Sure they can," he said, choosing to take the question at
face value. "Corwin knows the ropes well enough, and
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nothing inportant's likely to happen while the Qasama m ssion's gone, anyway. Perfect tine for a
vacation."

"WAit a second." She turned a frown his direction. "Are you tal king about a vacation while your
sons are out there in who knows what kind of danger?"

"Way not ?" he asked. "Seriously. There's not a single thing we can do for them from here, even if
we knew sonet hi ng had gone wong, which we won't—sendi ng shuttles back and forth has already been
rejected as too possibly provocative. Gving your mind sonething besides worry to occupy it would
be good for you."

She gestured mnutely at the electronics in front of her. "If this can't keep ny m nd busy, |
doubt a vacation will."

"That's only because you don't know the kind of vacation | have in mnd," he told her, nentally
crossing his fingers. If he presented this right she might just go for it ... and he knewwith a
solid conviction that it was something they both needed. "I was thinking of a leisurely cruise
sort of thing, with stops at various points for relaxing strolls through forests and grassl ands,
or maybe a swi mthrough warm wat ers. Conpani onship with others when we want it, privacy when we
want that, and all the conforts of home. How s it sound?"

Chrys smiled. "Like the coastline cruises they used to advertise when | was a child. Don't tell me
some enterprising soul's bought a deep-sea liner fromthe Trofts?"

"Ah—not exactly. Wuld it help if | told you the cruise itinerary includes five planets?"

"Five pi—Jonny!" Chrys's eyes wi dened with shock. "You don't nean—the survey m ssion?"

"Sure—and why not ?"

"What do you nmean, why not? That's a scientific expedition, not a vacation service for the mddle-

aged. "

"Ah, but I'ma governor eneritus, renenber? |f
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Liz Tel ek- can talk her way aboard the Qasama trip on the grounds soneone with authority should be
present, | can certainly borrow her argunent."

A nmuscle in Chrys's jaw twitched. "You' ve already arranged this, haven't you?" she asked
suspi ci ousl y.

"Yes—but I'mgoing only if you do. | didn't misrepresent any of this, Chrys—+'Il be there strictly
to observe, make a policy decision should one conme up, and otherw se just stay out of everyone
else's way. It really will be just |ike an out-of-the-way vacation for the two of us."

Chrys dropped her eyes to the table. "It'd be dangerous, though, wouldn't it?"

Jonny shrugged. "So was life in Ariel when we were first married. You didn't seemto nind it so
nmuch. "

"I was a lot younger then."

"So? Why shoul d Justin and Joshua have all the fun?"

He'd hoped to spark a reaction of sone kind, but was conpletely unprepared for the burst of

| aughter that escaped Chrys's lips. Genuine |aughter, with genuine anusenent behind it. "You're

i mpossi ble," she accused, swiveling in her seat to give hima nock glare. "Didn't | just tell you
| planned to be worried about then? What're we going to do—rmke this a Christmas exchange of
worries?"

"Or we can deputize Corwin to do the worrying for all of us," Jonny suggested with a straight
face. "Brothers in the norning, parents in the afternoon, and he can worry about the Council for
me in the evenings. Come on, Chrys—t'l| probably be our only chance to see the place our great-
great -grandchil dren may soneday live." At |east our only chance together, he added to hinself, in
the three or four years | have |eft.
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Her face showed no hint of having followed that train of thought: but a minute [ater she sighed
and nodded. "All right. Yes—tet's do it."
"Thanks, Hon," he said quietly. It wouldn't, he
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knew, quite rmake up for |osing her sons to the universe at large ... but perhaps having a husband

back for a while would be at |east partial conpensation

He hoped so. Despite his assurances, it was quite possible two of those sons would soon be
swal | owed up by that sane universe, never to return

Chapter 6

The Council —along with an ever-expandi ng ring of agents/confidants—kept the secret of the Troft
proposal remarkably well for nearly four weeks longer; but at that point Stiggur decided to

rel ease the news to the general population. From Corwin's point of view the timng couldn't have
been worse. Still in the mdst of detailed financial negotiations with the Trofts, he was abruptly
thrust into the position of being answer man for what seemed sonetinmes to be all three hundred

ei ghty thousand of Aventine's people. Theron Yutu and the rest of the staff were able to handle a
lot of it on their own, but there were a fair nunber of policy-type questions that only he and
Jonny coul d answer; and because of his private commi tnent to keeping his father's workl oad as
Iight as possible, Corwin wound up spending an amazing anobunt of time on the phone and the public
i nformation net.

Fortunately, the reaction was generally positive. Mst of the objections raised were along the
ethical lines the Mireau fam |y had di scussed together in their own first pass by the issue, and
even anmong those dissenters support for the Council ran high. Virtually no one raised the point
Corwi n had been nobst worried about: nanely, why the Council had
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waited nearly two nonths before soliciting public feedback. That one he woul d have found hard to
answer .

But all the public relations work took his attention away fromthe m ssion details bei ng hamrered
out —t ook enough of it, in fact, that he conpletely missed the inportant part of the proposed
survey nmission teamuntil the |list was made public ... and even then Joshua had to call and tel

hi m about it.

"1 wondered why you were taking it so calnmy,"” Jonny said when Corwin confronted hima few m nutes
later. "I suppose | should have nentioned it to you."

"Mentioned, ny left eye," Corwin grow ed. "You should have at |east discussed it with the rest of
us before you went ahead and signed yourselves up."

"Why?" Jonny countered. "What your nother and | do with our lives is our business—we are old
enough to make these decisions for ourselves. W deci ded we wanted a change of scenery, and this
seened a good way to get it." He cocked an eyebrow. "Or are you going to suggest neither of us
woul d know how to handl e an alien environnent?"

Corwi n clanped his teeth together. "You're a | ot older than you were when you cane to Aventi ne.
You could die out there."

"Your brothers could die on Qasama," Jonny rem nded himsoftly. "Should we all sit here in safety
while they're out risking their lives? This way we're at least in a sense sharing their danger."
A cold shiver rippled up Cormin's back. "Only in the nost far-fetched sense,” he said. "Your
danger won't dimnish theirs."

"I know." Jonny's smile was wy but clear, without any trace of self-delusion in it. "That's one
of the nost fascinating things about the hunan psyche—a deep subconsci ous feeling can be very

strong wi thout naking any |ogical sense whatsoever." He sobered. "I don't ask you to approve,
Corwi n; but grant that I
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know enough about nyself and ny wife to know what |'mdoing on this."
Corwi n sighed and waved a hand in defeat. "All right. But you'd both darn well better conme back

safely. | can't run the Council all by mnyself, you know "
Jonny chuckl ed. "We'll do our best." Reaching over to his phone, he tapped up sonething on the
display. "Let's see ... ah, good—€ouncil's discussing Cobra contingent this afternoon. That one we

can safely skip. How would you like to see sone of your father's practical politics in action?"
"Sure," Corwi n said, wondering what the other was tal king about.
"Good." Jonny tapped a few nore keys. "This is Jonny Mreau. |Is the special aircar | ordered ready
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yet? ... CGood. Informthe pilot we'll be lifting in about twenty minutes: nyself and two other
passengers.”

Signing off, he got to his feet and stepped over to the rack where his heated suit was hangi ng.
"Go get your coat," he told Corwin. "W're about to give a custoner the Aventine equivalent of a
free sample ... which, with any luck, won't turn out to be exactly free."

The third passenger turned out to be Speaker One.

Corwi n watched the Troft in a sort of surreptitious fascination as they flew high above the
Aventini an | andscape. He'd seen plenty of Trofts in his life, but never one so close and for so
long a tine. The back-jointed | egs and splaytoed feet; the vaguely insectoid torso and abdonen;
the arns with their flexible radiator nmenbranes; the oversized head with its double throat bl adder
and strangely chicken-like face—all the gross anatonical features were as faniliar to himas those
of human beings or even spine |eopards. But there were fine details which Corwin realized he'd
never so much as noticed. The faint sheen of the
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alien's skin, for exanple, was a nore nuted version of the same shimer shown by its leotard-I1ike
outfit. Even at a neter's distance he could see the tiny lines crisscrossing its skin and the

sl ender hairs growi ng out of each intersection. Seated on its specially designed couch, the Troft
noved only occasionally during the flight, but whenever it did Corwin caught a glinpse of wiry
nmuscl es wor ki ng beneath the skin and—sonetines—a hint of its skeletal structure as well. The |arge
main eyes were a different color than the three tiny conmpound eyes grouped around each one. The
mai n eyes, he'd once read, were for good binocul ar vision; the conpound eyes pernitted both night
vi sion and the detection of polarized sunlight for cloudy-day solar navigation. The alien's short
beak remai ned closed during the trip, which Corwin regretted: he'd have liked to have seen what
Troft tri-cuspid teeth really |ooked |ike.

Jonny said virtually nothing during the 20-mi nute flight, beyond giving the pilot their
destination. Apparently he and Speaker One had worked this out in advance and neither felt the
need to discuss anything further. Corwi n considered pressing his father for information, but
decided reluctantly that Jenny's silence was a cue to be followed. Splitting his attention between
the Troft and the view out the wi ndow, he cultivated what patience he could nuster.

They | anded at | ast near a large, squarish building nestled inexplicably out in the snow forest
far fromany village Corwin was fanmliar with, A two-nan escort was waiting as Jonny |led the way
out of the aircar .,. and it was only then that Corwin began to get an inkling of what his father
had in m nd.

H gh on each man's chest was a patch with the words "Training Center"; beneath it was the stylized
hooded- snake enbl em of the Cobra Acadeny.

"Governor," one of them nodded at Jonny. "You and your guests are cleared for nonitor room access.

If you'll all follow ne. "
COBRA STRI KE
53

Toget her they headed through an arnored door and down an exceptionally drab and anonynous
corridor, footsteps echoing oddly against the nmetallic walls. Their guide led theminto an
elevator; thirty seconds later they exited into a large, unevenly lit roomand a scene of mnuted
tension. In the darker areas along the wall at least thirty people sat before banks of smal

di spl ay screens, working away at keyboards and joysticks, while in the center a |large semnicircul ar
console with larger displays was the focus of attention for a half-dozen nen in the red and bl ack
di anond- patterned tunics of the Cobras, One of them headed over to neet the newconers, and as he
approached Corw n recogni zed hi mas Cobra Coordi nator Sun hinself. The royal treatnent, indeed, he
t hought .

"Governor," Sun said, inclining his head briefly to Jonny as he neared the group. "Speaker One;
M. Mreau," he added with sinmilar nods to the Troft and Corwin. "If you'll step this way, the
team has just penetrated the outer perineter section.™

"I's there an attack taking place?" Speaker One asked as they followed Sun back toward the crescent-
shaped consol e.

"I'n a manner of speaking," Sun told it. "The Cobra teamwho'll be going to Qasama i s practicing
their building assault techniques. Let's see how they're doing."

The di spl ays showed various degrees of activity, and Corwi n scanned them quickly in an effort to
meke sense of it all. Despite the multiple canera angles shown, it was soon apparent that there
were actually only a total of four Cobras involved: Alnbo Pyre, Jus-tin, and two nore Corwi n knew
only frompictures and Council reports, Mchael Wnward and Dorjay Link. The latter two were
nmovi ng stealthily down a corridor, while Pyre and Justin huddl ed before a form dabl e-1 ooki ng door
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Ironic lock. They could probably force it open with their antiarnor |asers, but at this point
there's been no general alarmand it's worth the time to see if they can get through nore quietly.
Looks i ke one of the Qasamans is about to surprise them though." He tapped a display whose
rolling i mge showed the gait of a nmechanical renote—
The canera turned a corner and stopped, the blast door and Justin franed in its view Justin
al one? Corwi n thought. But Al nb was there, too.
The screen flared abruptly and went black. Corwin shifted his gaze to the fixed-camera nonitors
just intine to see Pyre drop fromthe ceiling to land in a crouch beside the disabled renote,
hands curled into fingertip laser ready position. He checked around the corner, then lifted the
remote and carried it back to the door. "All clear,” he whispered to Justin.
"Just about ready here," Justin whi spered back
"Inside," Sun said, "is a key mssile control tracking station." He | eaned over to touch a switch
and a vacant display cane to life with an overhead schematic of the entire test area. Corwi n
qui ckly |l ocated the dots representing his brother and Pyre ... and with a stonmach-w enchi ng shock
saw that the roomthey were about to enter was far fromunoccupied. "You'll note," Sun continued
in the same enotionless voice, "that there are eight Qasamans on duty in there. Al are arnmed, but
the Cobras ought to have the advantage of surprise. Let's see...."
Justin stood up and pulled on the door ... and an instant before it began its swing the tense
silence was shattered by the blare of alarmbells.
Corwin would later learn that Wnward and Link had accidentally triggered the alarm but for that
first instant it seened horribly obvious that Justin and Pyre had wal ked into a trap. The two
Cobras seened to believe that as well and, rather than charging through the open door, they hit
the wall on either side. Beside him Corwin heard Jonny nutter some-
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thing vicious ... but by the tine it seenmed to dawn on the Cobras that they'd nake a nistake it
was too late. The remotes in the tracking roomwere on guard, and when Pyre risked a gl ance around
the door janb he nearly caught a | aser blast for his trouble.
Corwin's jaw was cl enched hard enough to hurt; but the figures on the nmonitor wasted no tine in
recrimnations. Pyre sent Justin a half dozen quick hand signals, got an acknow edgi ng nod, and
seened to brace hinmself. Both nmen took a second to fire apparently randomfingertip |aser shots
through the doorway ... and then, gripping the janb for |everage, Pyre hurled hinself into the
room
Into and up. The tracking room nonitors caught a perfect view of himarcing spinning into the air
i ke an oddly shaped gyroscope conming off a junp board, the antiarnor laser in his left leg
carving out a traveling cone of destruction. He'd just reached the peak of his junp when Justin
came in behind him the younger Cobra's flat dive and sonersault |anding himon his back in a sort
of spinning fetal position . .. and his antiarnor |aser, too, began its deadly sweep.
It was a classic high-low maneuver Corwi n recogni zed fromhis father's stories of the war. Between
Pyre's sensor-guided air attack and Justin's | ower horizontal spray, effective cover sinply ceased
to exist, and in the space of maybe a second and a half all eight of the renotes' displays went
dar k.
Corwi n suddenly realized he was holding his breath and risked a quick | ook to see what Wnward and
Link were up to. They'd split up since he'd | ast seen them with Link at what was obviously an
open out si de door and Wnward standing guard with fingertip | asers ready at the intersection of
two hal | ways. Between them the overhead schematic showed an inpressive nunber of disabled
renot es.
A flash and thunderclap jerked Corwin's attention back to the other displays, and he was just in
time to
56
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wat ch as Justin ainmed his right fingertip | aser at one of the control panels in the tracking room
and triggered his arcthrower. Corwin's hands curled into tight fists as the second flash and crash
came; he had been burned once by a faulty electrical outlet as a child, and the arcthrower with
its high-anmperage current flowi ng along an ionized |aser path made his skin crawl in a way the far
nmore powerful antiarnor |aser never did. But he forced hinself to watch as Pyre and Justin worked
met hodi cal | y around the room destroying every scrap of electronic equipnment in sight. Pyre paused
once before a large shielded display, and a | ow humabruptly filled the room "Sonic disruptor,"

Sun expl ai ned, pointing at Pyre and Justin, "are blocked by a blast door with an el ec-
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Sun nurnured, presumably for the Troft's benefit. A few seconds later Corwi n thought he detected a
muf f1 ed crack, and the hum di sappeared as Pyre mpoved on

Their escape fromthe room two arcthrower blasts later, was so straightforward as to be
anticlinmactic. Link and Wn ward, it now becane clear, had spent nost of their tinme clearing the
exit route, and Pyre had to take out only two nore remptes. Wnward joined them as they passed his
crossroads guard post, and by the tinme all four headed into the woods through Link's door Corwin's
heart beat was al nost back to nornmal.

"And that," Sun said, "is that. Al remptes, shut down; signal the teamto return.”

Corwi n gl anced beyond the central console as, in the darkened areas around the room displays went
uniformy black and the renpte operators began to stretch and stand up. Beside him Corwin felt
his father's hand grip his shoulder. "I'd forgotten what it was |like to see Cobras in genui ne
conbat situations," Jonny said, his voice showing lingering traces of his tension

"Amazi ng how nmuch adrenaline the human body can put out," another faniliar voice said. Corw n

| ooked past his father in surprise. So engrossed had
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he been in the displays that he'd never even noticed Jonny's old teammate Cally Hall oran was anobng
the group Sun had assenbl ed. Hall oran nodded a greeting in Corwin's direction and then shifted his
attention to the Troft standing silently beside him "I understand the Baliu'ckha' spm denmesne
feels the cost of this initial expedition is too high, Speaker One," he said. "Having now seen
Cobras in action, do you agree?"

Speaker One stirred, its arm nenbranes stretching out |ike bat wings for a nonent before
resettling against its upper arns. "The Tlos'khin'fahi denesne has al ways been aware of koubrah-
warrior fighting skill," it said.

Whi ch wasn't exactly an answer, Corwin realized. H s father wasn't fooled by the evasion, either.
"But not sufficiently inpressed, | gather, to absorb the extra costs the Baliu denesne isn't
willing to pay?" the el der Mreau suggested. "Perhaps your denesne-lord would like to see a tape
of this exercise."

"I't would be likely to interest him" the Troft agreed. "Presuning the price is reasonable."
"Quite reasonable," Jonny nodded. "Especially as you'll be able to recover some of the cost by
selling a copy to the Baliu' ckha' spni demesne. | think perhaps your two denesne-lords will be able
to come to a new agreenment afterwards on how nuch each is willing to spend to have our services."
"Yes," Speaker One said, and Corwin inagi ned he could hear a note of thoughtfulness in the flat
translator voice. "Yes, | think that likely."

The prediction proved correct, and within two weeks the financial quibbles fromthe Troft side of
the negotiation table suddenly ceased. It nade little difference to the actual planning groups,

whi ch had already conmitted thenselves to the twin goals of not scrinping on vital equipnent while
si mul t aneously keeping costs to a bare mininum But enotionally, the tacit
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cane bl anche was a big boost to all concerned; and politically Corwin found in the action a not-so-
subt | e enhancenment of the Cobra Wrlds' general reputation. A good thing, to a point ... but he
still had vivid nenories of the days when the Trofts considered the Wirlds a threat. The cl osing
of their connection with the Dom nion of Man had ended the Troft's fears in that direction, but it
was easy to see how a runor of power could wind up being as disquieting to the aliens as the rea
thing. For the first time he began to understand that part of his father's tw n-edged rel uctance
to denonstrate the Cobras' true war-naking capabilities. But it was far too late to back out now
Three weeks | ater—barely el even since the Council's approval of the project—+he Cobra Wrlds' two
| ong-range spacecraft headed out from Aventine. On the Dewdrop, bound for Qasama, were Justin and
Joshua Moreau; aboard the Menssana, destinations as yet not officially named, rode Jonny and Chrys
Mor eau.

Corwi n watched the ships | eave, and was left to wonder how a planet with nearly four hundred

t housand peopl e coul d suddenly feel so |onely.

Chapter 7

The Dewdrop had been Aventine's only interstellar craft in the days when the planet was first
col oni zed, and since its sole purpose then had been to reconnoi-ter nearby systens for possible
future habitation it made little sense to the Doninion planners to tie up anything |arger than a

| ong-range scout ship. Wth the normal conplenent of five crewers and four observers the Dewdrop
had probably seened adequately roomy; with a current |oad exactly twice that, it was pretty damed
crowded.

Pyre didn't find it excruciatingly unconfortable; but then, he'd grown up under conditions that
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were in their own way equally claustrophobic. The small village of Thanksgiving, ringed by spine

| eopard-infested forests, had by reasons of physical space been a very cozy place, and though Pyre
had experienced both the greater anonymity of larger cities and the w de-open spaces of Aventine's
frontier regions since then, he'd never lost his ability to create nental privacy where physica
privacy didn't exist.

To varyi ng degrees, nobst of the other ten passengers also seened to adapt reasonably well. Justin
and Joshua, of course, had shared a roomfor nost of their lives, and even in a cranped stateroom
got al ong together better than nost other sets of brothers Pyre
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had known. The other two Cobras, Link and Wnward, had survived both the acadeny's barracks
arrangenent and the intense training of the past few weeks, and Wnward commented at |east once
that shipboard Iife was al nbst a vacation by conparison. The contact team nenbers—who, besides
Joshua, consisted of Yuri Cerenkov, Marck Rynstadt, and former Domi ni on Mari ne Decker York-had
been screened for anything vaguely resenbling a neurosis, and Pyre doubted nuch of anything would
bot her them at |east noticeably. And the two chief scientists, Drs. Bilman Chri stopher and Hersh
Nnandi, were so busy testing equi pnment, progranms, and contingency branch schenes that it was

unli kely they even noticed the | ack of breathing space.

Whi ch | eft Governor Tel ek

To Pyre it was still a nystery why she was aboard this mssion. Arguments about high Counci
representation notwithstanding, it seemed to himincredible that Governor-CGeneral Stiggur should
all ow a woman on what was | ooking nore and nore like a mlitary mssion. Pyre's attitudes were as
heal t hy as anyone el se's, and he had no qual ms what soever about female doctors or engineers; but
warfare was different, and Stigger with his roots back in the Doni nion should feel that even nore
strongly than Pyre did. Wich led imediately to the conclusion that the decision had been purely
political . . . which led even faster to the question of why he, Pyre, was aboard.

And that was the really troubl esome one. Pyre hadn't had as nuch access to cl osed-door information
|ately as he'd had when he'd been living near the Moreaus, but even so it was pretty obvious that
Stiggur wouldn't have | et Telek cone unless he expected her report and recomrendati ons on Qasanma
to fall nmore or less in line with his own expectations. Pyre was a good friend of Jonny Noreau

who had both as governor and governor eneritus |ocked horns regularly with Telek . . . and yet it
was Pyre's team she'd asked to
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observe in the field back on Aventine; and it was Pyre whose cost/ manpower estimates she'd
solicited for presentation to the governors; and it was Pyre she'd sponsored to be Cobra team

| eader on this mssion

Why? Did she expect to flatter himinto support for her nore aggressive stance on the Qasama

i ssue? To offer himone | ast chance at real Cobra action before the inplant-related di seases began
their slow but inevitable crippling of his body, in the hope that, in gratitude, he'd becone a
political ally when he retired to advisory positions on the sidelines? O had she sinply concl uded
he was the best nan for the job and to hell just this once with politics?

He didn't know the answer ... and it quickly becane clear he wasn't going to figure it out en
route. Telek's field biology background had left her little prepared for the Dewdrop's overcrowded
zoo, and though she ganely tried to maintain both mnimal sociability and her responsibilities as
official head of the mssion, it was obvious there weren't going to be any opportunities to sound
her out properly on her thoughts and notivati ons. Perhaps when they reached Qasama and the contact
t eam di senbarked there'd be tinme for that. Assuning there was time for anything at all

So he spent his time working out contingency plans with his team renewing his friendship with the
Moreau twins, and listening to the dull background drone of the Dewdrop's engines as he tried to
think of anything he'd forgotten. The ni ghtmares of sudden, overwhel mi ng disaster he did his best
to ignore.

Taken at | ow power, high-efficiency speeds, the forty-five light-years to Qasana woul d have run
them a shade over a nonth; at the Dewdrop's top speed, with frequent refueling stops at Troft
systens, they could have made it in six days. Captain Reson F ahl chose a reasonably conservative
m ddl e course, both out of fears for the Dewdrop's aging systens and al so—Pyre
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suspected—eut of an old, lingering distrust of the Trofts.

So for fifteen days they were cooped up in the blackness of hyperspace, with only the deep-space
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refueling stops every five days to break the viewport's nonotony ... and on the sixteenth day they
arrived at Qasana.

Purists had clained for centuries that no photographi c enul sion, hol ographic trace-record, or
conputeri zed visual reproduction ever nade had quite the sane range and power as the hunman eye.
Intellectually, Joshua tended to agree; but on a nore visceral |evel he discovered it for the
first time in gazing out his stateroom viewort.

The poets were indeed right: there were few sights nore majestic than that of an entire world
spinning slowy and serenely beneath you

Standing with his face practically welded to the small triple-plate plastic oval, he didn't even
noti ce anyone had cone into the roombehind himuntil Justin said, "You going to build a nest

t her e?"

He didn't bother to turn around. "CGo find your own viewport. |'ve got |and-use rights on this
one."

"Come on—ove," Justin said, tugging with token force on his arm "Aren't you supposed to be with
Yuri and the others anyway?"

Joshua waved a hand in the general direction of the intercomdisplay. "There's no roomup there
for anyone bigger than a hanster—eh, all right." Snorting feigned exasperation, he stepped aside
Justin took his place at the viewport ... and Joshua waited for the other's first awe-filled

whi stle before turning toward the intercom

The di spl ay showed the room euphemi stically called the | ounge—and "crowded" was far too nmild a
termfor it. Packed in anong the various displays and equi pnent nonitors were Yuri Cerenkov, the
scientists Christopher and Nnandi, and Governor Tel ek. Back near the viewport, alnbst out of the
i ntercom
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canera's range, Pyre and Decker York stood together, occasionally sharing inaudible coments.
Joshua turned the volume up a bit, just in tine to catch Nnandi's thoughtful snort. "lI'msorry,

but I sinply don't see what in blazes the Trofts are so worried about,” he said, apparently to the
roomat large. "How can a village-level society be a threat to anyone outside its own atnosphere?"
"Let's show a little patience, shall we?" Telek said, not |ooking up fromher own bank of

di spl ays. "W haven't even finished a conplete orbit yet. Al the high-tech cities may be on the
ot her side."

"It's not just the matter of technol ogy, Governor," Nnandi countered. "The popul ation density is
too low to be consistent with an advanced society."”

"That's ant hroponor phi c thinking," Tel ek shook her head. "If their birth rate's | ow enough and
they like lots of roomaround themthey could still be high-tech. Bil, what're you getting?"

Chri stopher sat in silence another nmoment before answering. "Nothing conclusive one way or the
other yet. | can see roads between sone of the villages, but the tree cover's too thick to tel

how ext ensive the network is. No satellite comunications systens, though, and no broadcasts | can

detect."

Joshua touched the intercoms talk switch. "Excuse ne, but is there any way to see how nuch of the

ground around the villages is being cultivated? That m ght be a clue."

Tel ek | ooked over at the intercomcanera. "So far that's not conclusive, either," she said. "There

are some good-sized candidates for crop fields, but the terrain and vegetation col or scheme make

real neasurenent iffy."

"Besi des which," Christopher put in, "whether a given village is growing crops for |ocal use or

for export is sonmething else we can't tell fromup here.”

"So let's go on down," Justin nmuttered fromhis place at the viewport.
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Joshua | ooked back at his brother. Justin's face was thoughtful as he gazed at the pl anet bel ow
but nowhere in expression or stance could Joshua detect the sanme hard knot that had taken up

residence in his own stonmach. "Let's be a little | ess anxious to throw the | anding party outside,

shal | we?" he said tartly.

Justin blinked at him "Sorry—did | sound call ous?"

"You sounded overconfident, and that's worse. Your tendency toward optim smcould be downri ght

danger ous down there."

"Tiptoing around up here like we've got sonme guilty secret to hide will be better?”

Joshua grinmaced. Alike as two electrons, they'd often been called ... but when the crunch cane it

was really very easy to tell themapart. Deep down, Justin had a strangely potent variety of

fatalistic optinmismthat refused to |l et himbelieve the universe would really hurt him A totally
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unrealistic philosophy, to Joshua's way of thinking—and all the nore inconprehensible because
Justin wasn't sinply incapable of recognizing potential danger. He was as good at | ooking ahead
and wei ghing odds as anyone else in the famly; he just acted as if those odds didn't apply to
him It was this attitude, nore than anything else, that had fuel ed Joshua's private reservations

about Justin's Cobra amibitions ... and had nearly persuaded himto back them out of this nission
entirely.

"Aha!" Cerenkov's satisfied exclamation came fromthe intercom speaker into Joshua's musings.
"There we go. You wanted a city, Hersh?—aell, there it is."

"1"I'l be dammed,"” Nnandi nurrmured, fingertips skating across his display controls. "That's a city,
all right. Let's see ... electric power for sure ... still no radio broadcasts detectable ..

| ooks like the tallest buildings are in the ten- to twenty-story range. Bil, can you find anything

that | ooks |ike a power plant?"

"Hang on," Christopher said. "Got sonme odd neu-
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trino em ssions here—trying to get a spectrum anal ysis.
"Anot her city showi ng now-south and a little west of the first," Cerenkov reported.

Joshua let a breath hiss slowy between his teeth, caught between the desire to rush down to the

| ounge and see the cities for hinself and the fear of nissing sonething inportant en route. "I
think I can see them" Justin said behind him "Cone take a | ook."

Joshua joined himat the viewport, glad to have found a conpronise. The cities were just barely

vi sible. "Your tel escopic vision show anything interesting?" he asked his brother

"At this range? Don't be silly. Wait a second, though—+'ve got an idea."

St eppi ng back to the intercom Justin busied hinmself with the keyboard. A nonent |ater the crowded
| ounge was replaced by a slightly fuzzy still picture. "Got the ultra-high-resolution-canera
feed," he told Joshua with satisfaction

Joshua craned his neck to I ook. The city seemed normal enough: buildings, streets, park-like areas

"Qdd angle for a street pattern, isn't it?" he remarked. "I'd think it sinpler to run their
streets north-south and east-west instead of whatever angle that is,"
He hadn't realized the voice link with the | ounge was still open until Telek's voice cane in

reply. "The angle, in case you're interested, is twenty-four degrees, rotated counterclockw se
fromtrue north. And the southeast-northwest streets are considerably broader than the

per pendi cul ar set. Specul ations as to why? Anyone?"

"Second city's the sane way," Cerenkov grunted. "The streets are only skewed twenty-three point
ei ght degrees, but the sanme wide/narrow pattern's there."

"Doesn't look like they're ringed, either, the way the villages are.
through the ultra-camera's other shots.
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There was a short pause fromthe other end. "Wiat do you mean, 'ringed ?" Nnandi asked.

"There's a dark ring around each of the villages," Justin told him backtracking a few photos. "I
assuned it was shadow fromthe surrounding trees, -but now |I'mnot so sure."

"Interesting," Telek grunted. "What's the nunber on that photo?"

"While you're doing that," Christopher put in, "we've got the neutrino spectrumindentified now
Looks like they're using a tandem fission/fusion reactor systemfor their power supply.”

Soneone in the lounge gave a |low whistle. "That's pretty advanced, isn't it?" another voi ce—Marck
Rynstadt's, Joshua tentatively identified it—ane in on the intercom hook-up

"Yes and no," Christopher said. "They obviously haven't got anything as reliable as our nision

pl ant design or they wouldn't be fiddling with a tandem system On the other hand, fission alone
ought to be hundreds of years beyond a village society's capabilities.”

"Dual cultures, then?" Joshua hazarded. "Cities and villages on separate devel opnent tracks?"
"More likely the cities are run by invading aliens,” Nnanmdi said bluntly, "while the villages are
hone to the original natives. | concede the technol ogy issue—and it therefore becomes rather
clear what the Trofts are worried about."

"That Qasama is the | eading edge of someone el se noving toward Troft territory," Telek said
grimy. "Moreau—whi chever of you asked—we've got an |ID on those ring shadows now. They're walls,
about a meter thick and two to three neters high."

The twi ns exchanged gl ances. "Primtive defenses,” Justin said.

"Looks that way," Cerenkov said. "Governor, | think we'd do well to cut this part of the run to
one or at nost two nore orbits. They're alnost certainly aware
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file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Timothy%20Zahn%20-%20Cobra%20StrikeUC.txt (25 of 131) [2/1/2004 3:36:33 PM]



file:///D}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Timothy %202 ahn%620-%20Cobra%s20StrikeUC.txt

67

by now that we're up here, and the |onger we wait before | anding, the less forthright and honest
we | ook. Renenber that we aren't going to be able to pretend we didn't know Qasama was here.”

"At least not if we intend to use the Troft translator,"” Tel ek agreed—el uctantly, Joshua thought.
Stealing a glance back at the intercomscreen, he studied her face ... but if she were feeling any
fear at ordering them down into the snake pit, it wasn't visible. Two of them he thought

norosely, turning back to his brother and the viewport. —& else it's me who's the odd one. Maybe

I'"mjust overcautious ... or even an out-and-out coward.
Qddly enough, the possibility carried no sense of shane along with it. Justin and Tel ek, after
all, wouldn't be leaving the relative safety of the Dewdrop the mnute they | anded; Joshua and the

rest of the contact team would. An extra hel ping of native caution would likely be nore an asset
than a liability out there.

They came down on the next orbit over what Nnamdi had dubbed the "city belt," aimng for a set of
runways at the north end of the northernnost of the five cities in the chain. There had been sone
exci tement when the runways had first been noticed, Nnandi pouncing on them as evi dence that
Qasana was indeed the forward base of a star-going people. Christopher, though, had suggested
their width and length were nore suitable for aircraft than robot glide-shuttles, and for a while
a tension-sharpened argunment had raged in the | ounge. It was Decker York who eventually pointed
out that the runway directions seemed oriented nmore along prevailing wind directions than al ong
the nost likely orbital launch/land vectors. Further study had failed to cone up w th anything

el se that could possibly be a starfield, and Tel ek had elected to use the airport as the next best
site.
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For Pyre, it was the nost unnerving part of the mission thus far. Strapped into an emergency crash
chair near the nmain exit hatchway, far fromany viewports or intercomdisplays, he felt nore
hel pl ess than a Cobra had any business feeling. If the Qasa-nmans had any interest in shooting the
Dewdr op down, the approach glide would be the ideal tine to do so. Mire so than the aliens m ght
think, in fact; they presumably had no way of knowi ng that the Dewdrop was a gravity-lift, VIQL
craft and that her crew had little experience with the energency runway | andi ng procedure Tel ek
had i nsisted they use.

But no one opened fire, and with only the mldest of lurches the ship touched down. Heaving an
unabashed sigh of relief, Pyre neverthel ess kept one eye firmy on the hatch's inner door as he
unstrapped and got once nore to his feet. The plan was to wait a few m nutes and then send
Cerenkov outside to wait for whatever reception conmttee the Qasanans m ght send. Through all of
that Pyre and one of his Cobras would be the Dewdrop's, only real defense.

Hi s auditory enhancers, still set on high power fromthe |anding, picked up Nnandi's gasp from
down the hall in the |ounge. "My God, Governor. Look! It's—eh, ny CGod\"

"Al mo!" Cerenkov's voice boomed fromthe other direction an instant later. "Get up herel™

Pyre was al ready noving, his hands automatically curving into fingertip |aser firing position as
he sprinted for the bridge, where Cerenkov had been for the | anding.

The smal |l gray-tone roomwas alive with color when he arrived, as virtually every screen displayed
views of the city and surrounding forest outside the ship. Pyre hadn't realized before then just
how colorful the city itself actually was, its buildings painted with the same w de range of
shades as the forest, as if in deliberate mimcry. But for the nonent the
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Qasamans' decorative sense was the last thing on his mnd. "Wat's up?" he snapped.

Cer enkov, standi ng behind F' ahl's command chair, pointed a none too steady finger at a tel escopic
vi ew of the nearest buildings a couple of hundred neters away. "The Qasanmans," he said sinply.
Pyre stared at the screen. Six figures were indeed heading in the Dewdrop's direction, each with
the bul ge of a sidearmat one side and sonething that seemed to be a snmall bird perched on the
opposite shoul der. Six figures—

As human as anyone aboard the Dewdrop.

Chapter 8
For a long mnute Pyre just stood there, brain struggling mghtily to reconcile what his eyes
showed himwith the sheer inpossibility of it all. Humans here?—ever a hundred and fifty light-

years fromthe nearest world of the Domi nion of Man? And past the Troft Assenbl age, to boot?

Back in the | ounge, soneone cleared his throat, a raspy sound in the bridge intercom speaker. "So
you say we've all been thinking too anthroponorphically, Governor?" Nnandi said with exaggerated
casual ness.
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For once, it seenmed, Telek was at a loss for words. A nmonent |ater Nnandi continued, "At |east now
we know for sure the Baliu demesne didn't have nuch to do with the Troft-Doni nion War. They coul d
hardly have failed to nmention that the Qasamans were the sane species as we were."

"This is inpossible,” York grow ed. "Humans can't be here. They just can't."

"Al'l right, they can't," Christopher spoke up. "Shall we go out and tell themthat?"

"Maybe they're an illusion of sone kind," Joshua suggested fromthe twins' room "Controlled
psychi ¢ hal | uci nati on or sonething."

"I don't believe in that sort of thing, either," York snapped.
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"Besides," F ahl added, touching sone controls, "if they're an illusion they're a nighty

substantial one. Short-radar's picking themup with no trouble and confirns shape.™

"Maybe they' re the slaves of the real Qasamans," Cerenkov suggested. "Descendents of people

ki dnapped from Earth centuries ago. Regardl ess, Governor, we've got to go out there and neet

t hem "

Tel ek hi ssed between her teeth, finally seeming to find her voice. "Captain, what's the anal yzer
showi ng?"

"Nothing ininmical so far," F ahl reported, running a finger down one of the few displays not
showi ng an outside view. "Oxygen, nitrogen, carbon dioxi de, and other trace gasses in acceptable
anounts. Uh ... no evidence of unusual radioactive or heavy-nmetal contam nation. Bacteria analysis
has barely gotten started, but so far no probl ens—onputer shows simlar DNA and protein
structures in the ones it's analyzed, but doesn't show any health hazards fromthem"

"Hmm Well, 1'lIl want to check that data over nyself later, but if the Aventine pattern hol ds
here nicrobes probably won't be a big problem Al right, Yuri, | guess you can go out. But you'd
better wear a filter bubble, to be on the safe side. The number two shoul d be adequate unl ess
Qasanan viruses come a lot smaller than ours.™

"Right." Cerenkov hesitated. "CGovernor, as long as we've got a reception conmttee onits way, 1'd
like to take ny whole teamout with nme."

The six Qasamans were alnost to the ship now. Pyre watched the magnified view, his eyes shifting
fromthe details of the faces to the silver-blue birds perched on each person's |eft shoulder to

the pistols belted on each hip. "Governor, |1'd recommrend we let Yuri go alone first," he said.
"No, he's right—we ought to show good faith," Telek said with a sigh
72
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Cerenkov didn't wait any |longer. "Marck, Decker, Joshua—weet ne at the dock with full gear." He
got three acknow edgnents and hurried out of the bridge.

"Al no?" Teiek called as Pyre turned to follow. "I want you back here for this."

Pyre grinmaced, but there wasn't time to argue the order now. "M chael, Dorjay—back up positions by
the hatch,” he called into the intercom The two Cobras acknow edged and Pyre once agai n headed
aft.

He passed the furious activity near the hatch without actually colliding with anyone; and by the
time he skidded to a stop beside Tel ek, the | ounge di spl ays showed Cerenkov just energing fromthe
airlock.

If the Qasanmans had been a shock to the Dewdrop's passengers, the reverse was equally true. The
wel coming conmittee jerked raggedly to a stop, and Pyre saw astoni shnent and di sbelief sweep
across their faces. He tensed; but the guns stayed firmly in their holsters. One of the birds
squawked and flapped its wings, settling down only when its owner reached up to gently stroke its
t hr oat .

Pyre was aware of Telek |leaning closer to him "Do you buy Hersh's theory about the Baliuies?" she
mur mur ed.

"That ignorance was bliss?" he nuttered back. "Not for a minute. The Baliuies knew we were the
sanme species, all right—and if we were supposed to free human sl aves fromthe Qasanans they sure
as hell would have told us."

Tel ek grunted. Nnandi and Christopher, Pyre noted, seened to have missed the by-play. Shifting his
own attention fully to the displays, the Cobra waited for the Qasamans to speak, wi shing he knew
what sort of game the Baliuies were playing.

The Qasanman del egati on had shown a remarkably quick recovery to the contact team s appearance, a
fact Cerenkov took to be a good sign. Wether the
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humans were slaves or masters, it was clear they weren't in the ignorant savage category. Which
meant . . . what? Cerenkov wasn't sure, but he knew it was a good sign anyway.

The del egation had conme to a halt now a couple of neters in front of the contact team Cerenkov
hal f-rai sed his right hand, freezing mdway through the notion as one of the birds abruptly

ruffled its wings and emtted a harsh caw. He waited until its owner had calned it, then brought
hi s hand chest high, palmoutward. "I greet you in the name of the people of Aventine," he said.
"We cone to visit with peaceful intent. | am Yuri Cerenkov; ny conpanions are Marck Rynstadt,

Decker York, and Joshua Mdreau. Whom do | have the honor of addressing?”

For another few seconds the translator pendant around his neck continued to talk, and Cerenkov
sent a quick prayer skyward that the Trofts had i ndeed put together a decent translation program
Al'l they would need now would be for himto have dropped an unintentional insult into his
greeting....

But if the translator had glitched it wasn't obvious. One of the Qasanmans stepped a half pace
forward, raising his hand in imtation of Cerenkov's gesture, and began speaking. "W greet you in
turn,” Cerenkov's earphone murnured seconds later. "I am Mdff; | welcone you in the nane of Myor
Ki mmeron of Soltas and the people of Qasama. Your interpreter speaks our |anguage well. Wiy does
he rest aboard your craft?"

"Qur translator is a machine," Cerenkov told himcarefully, w shing he knew just how
technol ogi cal |y advanced these people were. Wuld they understand the word conmputer, or rel egate
t he whol e process to black magi c? "Each word | speak is sent to it fromthis mcrophone, where it
conmpares the word to those it knows of your |anguage—

"l understand translation devices," Mff interrupted him "OQther visitors here used such things,
t hough
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we have no need of them on Qasana. Your machi ne uses nany of the sane inflections theirs did."
The hi dden question was obvi ous, and Cerenkov had a split-second decision to make as to how to
answer it. Honesty seened the safest approach. "If you speak of the Trofts of the Baliu' ckha' spm
demesne, we did indeed purchase our translator fromthem That's also how we knew you were here,
though they failed to mention that we are of the same race. How did you arrive here, so far away
fromother human worlds, if |I may ask?"

Moff ran his eyes over the Dewdrop for a noment before turning back to Cerenkov. "A large craft,
t hough much smaller than the one of |egends,” he comrented. "How many people does it usually

carry?"

In other words, Cerenkov thought, how nmany are still aboard? Again, honesty would be best

honesty tenpered with the fact that Justin Mdreau was to be treated as nonexi stent. "There are
seven crewnen and si x nmenbers of the diplomatic mssion still aboard," he told Moff. "For various

reasons they will remain there."

"During which time you four intend to do what ?"

The question caught Cerenkov off guard. He'd expected to hold talks with the | eadership and to be
given a grand tour of the area—but he hadn't expected to have to nake such requests out here
beside the ship. "W'd like to visit with your people," he said. "Share informati on of nutual

i nterest, perhaps open trade negotiations. W do share a comon heritage, after all."
Mff's eyes bored into his. "Qur heritage is one of struggle against both nen and nature,
bluntly. "Tell me, where is this world Aventine you cone fronP"

"It's about forty-five light-years fromhere," Cerenkov said, resisting the urge to point
dramatically toward the sky. "I'mnot sure of the actual direction or whether our sun is even
visible at this distance."”
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"I see. What is your relationship with the Lords of Rajan Putra and the Agra Dynasty?"

Cerenkov felt his heartbeat pick up. At last, a clue of sorts as to when the Qasanans had left the
Domi ni on of Man. He hinself had only the vaguest idea when the Dynasties had exi sted—and no

recol lection at all of any Rajan Putra—but Nnandi's sociol ogist training ought to cover at | east
sone history as well

he said

But that wouldn't tell himwhat the Qasamans' own feelings toward the Dynasties had been ... and
if he didn't come up with a safely neutral answer the whol e expedition could be shifted into the
"enem es" colum without any further warning. "I'mafraid that question doesn't mean anything to

me," he told Moff. "We left the main group of human worl ds ourselves sone tine ago, and at that
time there wasn't any governnent calling itself a dynasty, at |east not that | know of."
A slight frown creased Moff's forehead. "The Agra Dynasty clainmed it was eternal."
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Cerenkov remained silent, and after a noment Mff shrugged. "Perhaps a search through your records
wi Il show us what happened after we left," he said. "So. You wish to visit our world. For how

| ong?"

Cerenkov shrugged. "That's entirely up to you—we wouldn't want to inpose overnuch on your
hospitality. W can also bring our own supplies if you'd like." (

Moff's eyes seenmed to focus on the clear bubble around Cerenkov's head. "You will have trouble
eating like that, won't you? Or would you want to return to your craft for every neal ?"

"That shouldn't be necessary," Cerenkov shook his head. "By the tinme we're likely to get hungry,
our analysis of your air should be conplete. |I'mexpecting it to show nothi ng dangerous, but we
need to be cautious."

"OfF course." Mff glanced to both sides, as if waiting for a protest fromone of his party. But

t hey
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remai ned silent. "Very well, Cerenkov, you and your compani ons nay cone with ne into the city. But

you nust agree to obey ny conmands w t hout question, for your own safety. Even in Sollas the many
dangers of Qasanm are not wholly absent."

"Very well, | agree," Cerenkov said with only the slightest hesitation. "W're well aware of how
dangerous a planet can be for visitors."

"Good. Then ny first order is for you to |l eave all weapons with your craft."”

Besi de Cerenkov, York stirred slightly. "Yet you just said Qasama coul d be dangerous,” Cerenkov
sai d, choosing his words carefully. He'd half expected this, but had no intention of giving in

without at least trying to talk Moff out of it. "If you're afraid we m ght use our weapons agai nst
your citizens, let nme assure you—
"Qur citizens have nothing to fear from your weapons," Mff interrupted. "It's you who would be in

danger. The npjos— he gestured to the bird resting on his shoulder—"are trained to attack when

weapons are drawn or used, except for hunting or self-defense purposes.”

Frowni ng, Cerenkov studied the bird- Silver-blue in color, built rather |ike a conmpact hawk, it

returned his gaze with what seened to be preternatural alertness. The talons clinging to the

oversi zed epaul et were |long and sharp, the feet thensel ves disproportionately large. A hunting

bird, if he'd ever seen one ... and he'd heard enough stories of professional falconers to have

pl enty of respect for such creatures. "All right," he said. "W'l|l—=

"By ny instructions, and one at a tinme," Mff said, his hand curving up to stroke his nojo's

throat again. "You first, Cerenkov. Rest your hand on your weapon, say 'clear/ and then draw it
slowy."

Cerenkov's | aser was hol stered across his belt, only its grip visible beneath his | oose jacket.

Reaching for it, he thunbed off the holster's safety strap. "Cear,"
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he said, waiting for the translation before drawing it free.

The npjos' reaction was immediate. Practically in unison all six birds gave a single, harsh caw

and snapped their wings out into flight position. Two of the birds even left their owners

shoul ders, tracing a tight circle half a neter above Cerenkov's head before settling back onto

their perches. Beside him York spat sonething and dropped to a crouch; Cerenkov hinself bit down

hard on his tongue in an effort to remain absolutely notionless.

And as quickly as it had begun, the flurry of activity was over. The npjos, wings still poised at

the ready, becanme living statues on the Qasamans' shoul ders. Moving with infinite care, Cerenkov

wal ked back to the Dewdrop's hatchway and laid his laser in the airlock. As if on cue, the npjos

rel axed again, and Cerenkov returned to the Iine. "Marck?" he said, striving to keep his voice

steady. "Your turn."

"Right." Rynstadt cleared his throat. "Clear."

The npjos reacted a bit nore calmy this time around; and their responses eased even further for

York and Joshua. Clearly, they'd picked up rather quickly on the fact that hostilities were not

being initiated. Just as clearly, they weren't taking chances, either

"Thank you," Moff said when all four lasers were in the airlock. He raised both hands over his

head, and Cerenkov's peripheral vision caught novenent at the edge of the colorful city. A large

vehi cl e was approachi ng, an open car type of thing with two Qasanans in it. Both figures had

bul gi ng | eft shoul ders; Cerenkov didn't have to see any nore clearly to know the |unps would turn

out to be nojos. "Mayor Kimmeron is waiting to neet you/' Mff continued. "W'll be taken to his
chanbers now.'
"Thank you," Cerenkov nmanaged. "We're | ooking forward to neeting him
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He took a deep breath and tried not to stare at the nojos.
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There were cultures in the Dom nion of Man, Jus-tin knew fromhis studies, that went in heavily
for artistic expression on their buildings, and his first thought had been that the Qasanmans were
a branch of such a society. But as the contact teamwas driven slowy through the streets, he
gradual | y began to question that assunption. There were no nurals anywhere that he could see, nor
were there any recogni zabl e human or animal drawi ngs, either realistic or stylized. The splashes
of color seenmed to have been thrown up nore or |ess randonmy, though in ways the Cobra found
aesthetically pleasing enough. He wondered if Nnandi would be able to find anything significant in
t he whol e thing

Cerenkov cleared his throat, and it was quickly obvious the contact |eader had other things than
the Qasamans' artistry on his mind. "Looks like a |ot of your people have npojos with them" he
comrent ed. "Mjos and guns. Are conditions in Sollas that dangerous?"

"The weapons aren't often used, but when they are it's a matter of survival," Mff told him

"I would think the npojos would be enough protection,” York put in.

"From sone things, yes, but not fromeverything. Perhaps while you're here you'll have the chance
to see a bololin herd or even a hunting krisjaw enter the city."

"Well, if that happens, don't forget we're unarnmed," Cerekov said. "Unless you plan to issue us

weapons and nojos |later on."

It was clear fromhis tone he wasn't exactly thrilled by that option, but Mff laid any such fears
to rest. "As strangers | don't think the mayor would allow you to carry weapons,"” he said. "And
the noj os seemtoo unconfortable in your presence to serve - vour protectors.”

"Um" Cerenkov said and fell silent. Justin shifted
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his attention fromthe buildings to the peopl e wal king al ong the sidewal ks. Sure enough, all of
them had the ubi quitous nojos on their shoulders. Alight breeze came up, ruffling human hair and
nmoj o feathers and whistling gently in his ears. Odd, he thought, to be able to hear the w nd but
not to feel it.

Somehow, on a gut |evel, that seemed stranger even than the fact that he was possibly the first
man in history to be alnost literally walking in his brother's shoes.

From somewher e behind hima new voi ce spoke up. "Is that just an excuse?" Pyre asked.

"l don't think so," Telek's voice replied. "The nearest nmojos do | ook a bit nore nervous than
those further away. 1'd guess it has to do with the fact that we snell slightly different than the
Qasamans. "

Pyre grunted. "Genetic drift?"

"Mre likely dietary differences. Sonething, Hersh?"

"I think I'"ve got their departure time bracketed,” Nnandi said. "The Agra Dynasty was the
government that ruled Reginine fromcentral Asia on Earth. It began in 2097 and ended when the
Domi ni on of Man formally took over in 2180."

"What about the, uh, the Lords of Rajan Putra?" Tel ek asked.

"We' Il have to check the full history records back on Aventine for that. But | know there was a
maj or migration from Reginine when it was opened to general col onization, and | think the enigres
founded the world Rajput.”

"Hmm Ethnic separatists, basically?"

"No idea. My guess, though, is that die Qasamans were either one ship of that group or a separate
em gration, in either case overshooting their target rather badly."

"Badly and a half," Telek snorted. "Wiere were the Trofts while they were wandering through
Assenbl age territory?"

"Probably never saw t hem coni ng,
80
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spoke up. "Really. The Dominion's early stardrives were nasty unstable things, and when they went
supercritical they hit about ten tinmes the speed we can get nowadays."

"Sounds rather handy, actually," Pyre said.

"Only if you didn't need to stop,"” Christopher said dryly. "Com ng out of hyperspace in that
condition would fry the drive and nost other electronics on the ship. There are literally dozens
of col ony shi ps—col ony ships, mnd you, not just probes or scouts—that are listed as sinmply

Chri st opher
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havi ng di sappeared. | guess Qasana was one of the lucky ones."

"Or else they were the imucky ones who were ki dnapped and brought here,” Nnandi put in. "You'l
recall we haven't scrapped that possibility yet."

"We' Il keep it in mnd if we see any sign of another race,
i magi ne slaves being allowed to carry guns."

Via the direct feed fromJoshua's inplanted optical sensors to his own, Justin saw that the car
carrying the contact team had turned onto one of the broad streets they'd noted fromorbit, and he
wai ted for Cerenkov to ask about it. But the contact |eader had apparently decided to hold off
punmpi ng the Qasamans for nore information, at |east for the nmonment. Probably just as well, Justin
t hought, since the lull enabled himto continue splitting his attention between the cityscape and
the conversation in the | ounge around him

"Any indication in the translator programas to what bololins or krisjaws are?" Pyre asked.

Justin could al nost see Telek's shrug. "Local fauna, | gather," she said. "Cbviously pretty
nasty—those guns of theirs don't look like target pistols."

"Agreed. So why didn't they put up a wall around the city, like they did around the villages?"
There was a short pause. "No idea. Hersh?"

"Maybe the village walls aren't there to keep the aninals out,"'
particul ar®

convi nced. "Maybe both species fly or junp too high for walls to be effective.”

"So why do the villages have then?" Pyre persisted.

"/ don't know, " Nnandi snapped.

"All right, take it easy," Telek put in. "Finding out all of these things is Yuri's job. Let's
just relax and leave it to him okay?"

There was anot her pause. Back in Sollas Joshua turned his head to follow the passage of a
particularly attractive woman. Justin admired the view hinself, wondering whether it was her
appearance or the feet that her npjo rode her right shoul der which had caught his brother's
attention. He tried to see if her pistol was also strapped to the opposite side, but Joshua turned
back to face forward before he could do so. Left-handed? he specul ated, meking a nental note to
wat ch for others

Fromthe other reality Christopher spoke up. "Hersh, have you got anything |ike a popul ation

Tel ek assured him "But it's hard to

he suggested, not sounding

estimate for Qasama yet? G ven that they're human, | nmean, and that hunan personal space
requirements are pretty well known."
"Ch, |'d guess somewhere between fifty and three hundred million,"” Nnandi said. "That requires

themto have bred |i ke hansters over the past three centuries, but you can get rates that high on
new worl ds. Wy?"

"Wwuld it be likely that you could keep track of that nany people on a single-nane basis?"

"Li ke Moff, for instance? Not hardly. Especially since they originally cane froma multi-nane
background. "

"Whi ch neans Moff wasn't giving his full nane," Christopher said. "Which neans in turn that the
nmoj os aren't the only ones that are nervous about us."

"Yeah," Nnandi said heavily. "Well ... suspicion toward strangers is part of the heritage of lots
of human cultures.”

"Or else the Trofts who canme here earlier started a
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new tradition," Telek gromed. "I wish to hell we had a record of their visit. Either way, |
suppose we ought to remnd the teamthat they need to wal k on

eggs-"

There was a faint click and Tel ek delivered a short

message to the contact teamalong the translator carrier—a nmessage that, for Justin, had a built-
it echo as bone conduction carried part of the sound from Joshua's earphone to his inplanted

audi tory pickups. The car seened to be slowi ng now, and Justin scanned the buildings wthin view,
wonderi ng which one housed the mayor's office. Fortunately, the rest of the conversation in the

| ounge had ceased as the scientists returned to watching the sane view on their nore prosaic

di splays, so there was no risk of his missing anything while his primary attention was |ocked into
Joshua's inplants. There was a | ot about this setup that annoyed him but he had to adnit it was
doing its job well. Wenever he wound up replaci ng Joshua out there, he would have the sane
menories of Qasama that his brother did ... and those nenories could easily spell the difference
bet ween success and failure for such an inpersonation. The car had cone to a halt by the curb
Resisting the urge to run his own nuscles through the proper notions, Justin lay quietly on his
couch as Joshua foll owed Cerenkov and the others up the three outside steps and into the buil ding.
Decker York had been a Marine for twenty years before | eaving the Domi nion for Aventine eighteen
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years ago. During his hitch he'd served on eight different worlds and had seen literally dozens of
officials, ranging in ponp and power fromvillage councilor to full Dom nion Conmitte. Fromall of
it he' d devel oped a nmental image of what human | eaders and their surroundi ngs shoul d be Iike.

By those standards, Mayor Ki nmeron of Sollas was a severe shock.
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The room Moff led themto was hardly an office, for starters. The sounds of mnusic reached them
even before the liveried guards flanking the door pulled the heavy panels open, and the tendrils
of snmoke that drifted past as the group started in were evidence of either incense or drug use
inside. York's nose winkled at the thought, but fortunately the filter bubble enclosing his head
seermed to be keeping nost or all of the snoke out. Inside, the rooms |ighting was nmuted and

| eaned to reds and oranges. The roomitself seened |arge, but free-hanging curtains all around
gave it the feel of an elegant and soft-walled maze. Mff led themthrough two right angles to the
rooms center—

And a scene straight out of mankind's distant past. On a cushion-like throne | ounged a | arge man
who, while not fat, clearly hadn't seen strenuous exercise in quite some tine. Facing himwas a
group of dancers, both nmale and fenale, in exotic dress; behind themwas the semcircle of

nmusi ci ans—i ve musi ci ans—who were providing the nusic. Seated on other cushions scattered around
the room were a handful of other men and women, all seemingly splitting their attention between
the dancers and | ow work tables set before them York sent a studiously casual glance at one table
as Moff led themtoward the central throne, noting especially what seened to be a portable
conput er or conputer term nal anong the papers there. Qasaman technol ogy, it seened, extended at

| east sonmewhat beyond guns and cars.

Everyone in the room except the dancers, was acconpani ed by a nojo.

Mof f stopped thema few neters to the side of the throne—and if its occupant was surprised by
their appearance he didn't show it. He said something cheerful sounding, his voice clearly audible
over the nusic; "Ah—welcone," York's earphone translated it. The big Qasanman rai sed a hand,

bri ngi ng the nusicians and dancers to an orderly halt a few notes
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later. "I am Mayor Kimreron of the city of Sollas; | welcome you to Qasama. Please, sit down."
Mof f i ndicated a group of cushions—four of them York noted—placed in a rowin front of the mayor.
Cer enkov nodded and sat down, the others following suit. Mdf and the rest of their escort

remai ned st andi ng.

"Now, " Ki mmeron said, rubbing his hands together in a curious gesture. "Your names are Cerenkov,
Rynstadt, York, and Moreau, and you come froma world called Aventine. So. Wat exactly—exactly,
m nd you—do you wi sh from us?"

It seemed to take Cerenkov a nmonent to find his tongue. "You seemto know a great deal about us,"
he said at last. "You surely also know, then, that we're here to reopen conmunication wth
brothers we didn't know we had, and to expl ore ways of making such contact nutually profitable.”
Kimeron had a sly smle on his face even before the translator finished its version of the
speech. "Yes, that is indeed what you have clai med. But why would you, who retain space flight,
beli eve we woul d have anything worth your time?"

Careful, boy, York warned in Cerenkov's direction. Primitive doesn't necessarily inply naive. H's
eyes flicked to Moff and the rest of the escort, w shing he knew how to read this culture's body

| anguage.

But Cerenkov was on bal ance again and his answer was a nasterpi ece of pseudo-sincerity. "As anyone
who' s opened up a new world nust surely know, sir, each planet is unique in its plants and
animals, and to a lesser extent its minerals. Surely your foodstuffs and pharmaceuticals will be
markedly different fromours, for a start." He gestured toward the mnusicians and dance troupe.
"And for any people who respect artistic expression as much as you clearly do, there are the less
tangi bl e but equally rewardi ng possibilities of cultural exchange." Ki nreron nodded, the half-
smle still playing
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around his face. "OF course. But what if we cane to Qasama for the express purpose of avoiding

cul tural contamination? Then what ?"

"Then, M. Mayor," Cerenkov said quietly, "we would apol ogize for the intrusion and ask your

permni ssion to | eave."

Ki mmeron regarded himthoughtfully, and for a long noment the roomrang with a brittle silence.
Agai n York glanced toward Mff, his hand itching with the desire to have a weapon in it ... and at
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| ast Ki mmeron shifted on his cushion throne, breaking the spell. "Yes," he said, waving a hand
casually. "Well, fortunately, | suppose, we're not quite that strict here on Qasama. Though some
of us perhaps would prefer otherwise.” In response to his gesture a new group of five nen had

nmoved forward fromthe edges of the roomto stand behind the visitors, a group Mdf now stepped
over to join. "Mdff, escort our guests to their quarters, if you would," the nmayor addressed him
"See that their needs are taken care of and arrange a general tour for tonorrow I|f you have no
obj ections—= this to Cerenkov—"we'd like to run a general nedical study of you this afternoon as
wel |l . For your protection as well as ours.”

"No objections at all," Cerenkov replied. "Though if you're worried, our experience on Aventine

i ndi cates nost di sease organi sns fromone planet don't seemto bother much with creatures from
anot her . "

"That has been our experience, as well,’
cautious. Until tonorrow, then."
Cerenkov got to his feet, York and the others following suit. "W ook forward to seeing you
again/' Cerenkov said with a small bow to the mayor. Turning, they fell into step behind Mff and
headed fromthe room

And now straight to the hospital, York thought grimy as they energed once nore onto the sunlit
street and were steered toward their car. The physical exam
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itself didn't particularly worry him but he would bet goul ash to garnets there'd be the Qasanan
version of mlitary ordnance experts assisting the doctors. And if they sonehow nanaged to figure
out exactly how his cal culator watch, pen, and star sapphire ring fit together ... and what they
becane in such a configuration

Cerenkov and Rynstadt were in the car, and it was his turn to get in. Trying not to grinace, he
did so, telling hinself there was no need for worry. The Marine palmmate, after all, had been

del i berately designed to be undetectable.

But he worried anyway as the crowded vehicle set off between the col or-spattered buil dings.

Conti ngency worrying was part of a soldier's job.

The room Joshua and Rynstadt had been assigned to had been dark and quiet for nearly half an hour
by the tinme Justin finally unhooked hinself fromthe direct feed apparatus and rolled stiffly to a
sitting position on his couch. The Dewdrop's |ounge, too, was quiet, its only other occupant a
dozing Pyre. Justin noved carefully, working the kinks out of his nuscles as he wal ked toward t he
door.

"There's food by the corner terminal if you're hungry."

Justin | ooked back to see Pyre stretch his arns out with a sigh and straighten up in his chair.
"Didn't nmean to wake you," he apol ogi zed, changing direction toward the tray the other had

Ki meron said, nodding. "Still, it never hurts to be

nment i oned.

"S' okay. I'"'mnot actually on duty, anyway— just wanted to wait till you were up, make sure you
wer e doi ng okay."

"I"'mfine." Justin sat down beside the other Cobra, balancing the tray on his knees as he attacked
the food. "So ... what do you think?"

"Ch, hell, | don't know," Pyre sighed. "I'mnot sure we can take anything they say or do at face

val ue. That mayor, for instance. Is he really sonme throwback to the old despot tradition, or was
all of that set up
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to confuse us? O is that really the way they conduct busi ness here?"

"Ch, cone on," Justin grow ed around a mouthful of fried balis. "Wo could concentrate in a din
l'ike that?"

"It was only a din because you're not used to it," Pyre said. "The nusic could actually have a
calmng effect on the brain's enptional activity, allowing the people in there to think nore
logically."

Justin replayed the scene in his mnd. Possible, he deci ded—+those hunched over the | ow tabl es had
been doi ng sonet hing. And the snmoke—2? "Suppl emented by tranquilizing drugs, naybe?"

"Could be. I wish we'd had sone sanpling equi pnent in there to run a quick analysis on the air."
He snorted. "Though a lot of good it would have done."

Justin grimaced. Every bit of the contact team s recordi ng and anal ysi s equi prment had been
politely but firmy confiscated during their hospital exam nation. The best Cerenkov's protests
had done was to elicit Mff's prom se that the gear woul d be returned when they left. "I was

| ocked into Joshua's sensors at the tine, but | have the inpression Governor Tel ek was pretty mad
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about that."

"That's putting it mldly. She was on the edge of a full-fledged tantrum" Pyre shook his head
slowy. "But | think nmaybe she was right, that this is looking less and less like it's going to
work. Yuri can't find out anything the Qasamans want to keep hidden, not with Mdff steering them
around |i ke tame porongs and his equi pnment buried in sone back room sonewhere. And we sure can't
do anyt hi ng oursel ves stuck out here."

Justin eyed himsuspiciously. "Are you | eading up to the suggestion that soneone take a little
m dni ght stroll in a day or two?"

"l don't know how else to find out their true threat potential," Pyre shrugged.

"And if we're caught at it?"
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"Troubl e, of course. Wich is why the operation would have to be handl ed by sonmeone who knew what
he was doing."

"I'n other words, one of the Cobras or Decker. And since we're in plain view and Decker is both
wat ched and unarnmed, not getting caught starts sounding a bit unlikely."

Pyre shrugged. "At the monent, you're right. But maybe something will change." He gave Justin a
long look. "And in that event .. . you weren't supposed to know this, but Decker isn't unarmned.
He's carrying a breakapart palmmate dart gun with him"

"He's what? Alno, they said no weapons. |If they catch himw th that—=

"He'll be in serious trouble," Pyre finished for him "I know But Decker didn't want the party
conpl etely hel pl ess, and the gun did nake it through the big inspection okay."

"As far as you know. "

"He's still got it."

Justin sighed. "Great. | hope the Marines taught him patience as well as marksnmanship."

"I" msure they did," Pyre grunted, pushing hinself to his feet with an ease that was probably due
solely to his inplanted servos. "I'mgoing to crash for a few hours—f you're snart you'll do

i kewi se after your exercises."

"Yeah," Justin said with a yawn. "Before you do, though, has the governor said when she's going to
call Joshua back in for our swtch?"

Pyre paused halfway to the door, a look of chagrin flicking across his face. "Actually ... her
current plan is to go ahead and | eave Joshua out there for the foreseeable future.”

"What ?" Justin stared at him "That's not what we planned."

"I know," Pyre shrugged helplessly. "I pointed that out to her—ather strongly, in fact. But the
situation seens pretty stable at the nonent and. "

"And she |ikes having Joshua's visual transmission too nuch to give it up. Is that it?"

Pyre sighed. "You can hardly blame her. She'd wanted the whol e contact teaminplanted with those -
optical sensors, | understand, and been turned down on grounds of cost—split-frequency
transmtters that small are expensive to make. And now with all our other eyes taken away,
Joshua's all we've got left if we want to see what's going on." He held up a hand soot hingly.
"Look, | know how you feel, but try not to worry about him The Qasamans are hardly going to
attack them now wit hout a good reason." ; "l suppose you're right." Justin thought for a
monent, but there didn't seem anything else to be said. "Well ... good night." " 'Night."

Pyre left, and Justin flexed his arnms experinentally. Thirteen hours in the couch had i ndeed |eft
the nmuscles stiff, but he hardly noticed the twinges as his thoughts |latched onto Pyre's | ast
comrent. Wtk-. out a good reason ... but what would constitute such : ;e a reason in the
Qasamans' minds? An aggressive act ; or conmment on Cerenkov's part? Discovery that the t
ostensi bly voice-only radio link to the ship also had a >; split-freg channel that was carrying
the visual im: ages they'd obviously tried to suppress? Violent use %, of York's illega
gun? :t Or perhaps even the outside reconnai ssance Pyre

had clearly al ready deci ded on?

j-." Eyes on the darkened display, Justin settled into C his exercises, pushing his body harder
than he'd orig-| tnally intended to.

Chapter 9

Wth |l ess need for inmedi ate debarkati on—and nore confort and room aboard ship in which to
wai t —+he Menssana's passengers didn't bother with filter helnets, but sinply stayed inside unti
the atnospheric anal yzers confirnmed the air of Planet Chata was indeed safe for human use.

Long tradition gave Jonny, as senior official aboard, the honor of being the first human being to
step out on the new world's surface; but Jonny had |ong since |earned to put discretion before
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ponp, and the honor was clainmed by one of the six Cobras who went out to set up a sensor/defense
peri meter about the ship. Once again the passengers waited; but when an hour of Cobra work failed
to entice any predators out of the nearby woods—er to flush out anythi ng obvi ously dangerous
within the perinmeter itself—Feam Leader Rey Banyon decl ared the Menssana's inmedi ate area to be
saf e enough for the civilians.

Jonny and Chrys were near the end of the general exodus of scientists through the Menssana's main
hatch. For Jonny it was a step into his own distant past. Chata | ooked nothing at all Iike
Aventine, really; certainly not after even a cursory exanination of plant life and | andscape. Yet
the sinple fact of Chata's strangeness relative to Aventine's by-now fa-
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nmliarity gave the two experiences an identity. A new world, untouched by man—

"Brings back nmenories, doesn't it?" Chrys murnured at his side.

Jonny took a deep breath, savoring the al nost spicy aromas wafting in along the |ight breeze.

"Li ke Aventine when | first arrived," he said, shaking his head slowy. "A kid of twenty-five,

just about overwhel ned by the sheer scope of what we were trying to do there. |1'd forgotten how it
all felt . . . forgotten what all of us have really acconplished in the past forty years."
“I't'll be harder to do it again," Chrys said. Dropping to one knee, she gently fingered the mat of

interlaced vine-like plants that seemed to be the | ocal version of grass. "Chata may only be
thirty light-years from Aventine, but we don't have anything |like the Dom nion's transport
capability. It hardly rmakes sense to spend our resources this direction with so much of Aventine
and Pal atine still uninhabited. Especially— She broke off abruptly.

"Especially when this whole group is only ten to fifteen light-years from Qasama?" Jonny fini shed
for her.

She got to her feet with a sigh, brushing bits of greenery off her fingers as she did so. "l've
heard all the argunents about buffer zones and two-front wars," she said, "but | don't have to
like it. And | keep coming back to the fact that the only reason we consider Qasama a threat is
because the Trofts say we should."

The beep of his phone preenpted Jonny's reply. "Mreau," he said, lifting the device to his I|ips.
"Banyon, Governor," the Cobra team | eader's voice cane. "Got sonething off our satellite |I think
you should | ook at."

Chrys's presence beside himwas a silent rem nder of his pronise to play passenger on this trip
"Can't you and Captain Shepherd handle it?" he said.
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"Well... | suppose so, yes. | just thought that your advice would be hel pful on this."

"Unl ess you're tal king emergency— Jonny broke off as a fluttering hand waved between him and the
phone.

"What are you doi ng?" Chrys stage-whispered fiercely. "Let's go see what they've got."

If 1 live to be a thousand, the old line flashed through Jonny's head. "Never nind," he told
Banyon. "1'Ill be right there."

They found Banyon and Shepherd on the Menssana's bridge, their attention on a set of three

di splays. "It wasn't sonething that registered right off the blocks," Banyon began without

preanbl e, indicating a dark mass now centered in the |largest display. "Then we found out it was
novi ng. "

Jonny | eaned close to the screen. The nass seened to consist of hundreds or thousands of

i ndi vi dual dots. "Enhancenent all the way up on this?"

Shepherd nodded. "There's a | ot of upper atnosphere turbul ence over us at the nonent, and that's
limting drastically what the conputer has to work with."

"I'd say it's a herd or flock of sonme sort," Jonny said. "I gather it's headed this way?"

"Hard to tell—+they're still a hundred kilometers away—but it | ooks right now like the flank will
sweep across us," Shepherd said. He touched a switch and the infrared picture on one of the other
screens was replaced by a schematic. The vari ous extrapol ation regi ons were done in different

col ors; and, sure enough, the edge of the red "90% probabl e" wedge just touched the Menssana's

i ndi cated position. The nass's average di stance and speed were also given: 106 km 8.1 kni hr

"So we've got thirteen hours till they get here," Jonny nurnured. "Well ... we can break canp in
one if necessary, but the scientists won't like all their in situ stuff being noved. | suppose the
| ogi cal thing
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woul d be to send a squad of Cobras to check out this herd and see if they can be stopped or
deflected. "

"Yes, sir, that's what we thought." Banyon hesitated, and Jonny saw on his face the sane
expression that, on his sons, had usually signaled a favor request was conmi ng. "Uh, Governor
woul d you be willing to fly out with the tean? Wo'd all feel better with soneone of your
experience al ong."

Jonny | ooked back at Chrys, raised his eyebrows. She was still studying the displays, though, and
when she finally net his gaze she seenmed surprised he was even asking. "OF course," she said.
"Just be careful ."

If I live to be ten thousand.... Turning back to Banyon, he nodded. "All right, then. Let's get
cracking."

It was indeed a herd—a big herd—and to Jonny, who'd seen such things only on tape, the sight of so
many wild animals together at once was both awesonme and a little bit frightening. Even just

j oggi ng al ong, the mass of brown-furred quadrupeds made a thunder audible inside a sealed aircar
two hundred neters overhead, and their w de hooves raised a dust cloud despite the danping effect
of the webgrass underfoot.

"I think," Banyon comented as they all took in the sight, "we're going to have to rethink our
basic plan."

One of the other Cobras snorted, and someone else let |oose with a rather strained chuckle. Jonny
| et the tension-easing noises ripple around the crowded aircar and then gestured out the w ndow.
"Let's get a few kil oneters ahead of themand see if we can cone up with a way to shift them off
their course.”

Banyon nodded and turned the vehicle around, but as the roar faded behind them Jonny studied the
| andscape bel ow wi th decreasi ng hope. The Cobras had al ready established that there weren't any
nat ural obstacl es between the herd and the Menssana, and now that he knew what they were up
against it
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seenmed very unlikely they could do anything to the terrain that would nake any difference

what soever. Sonething nore drastic was likely to be necessary. Drastic and dangerous.

Banyon had apparently reached the sane conclusion. "W're going to have to scare them |'m
afraid," he nurnured, just |oudly enough for Jonny to hear.

"There used to be herds this size all over parts of Earth and Bl ue Haven," Jonny said. "I wsh |
knew how they' d been hunted. Well. W don't have anything |like real explosives aboard, and we
don't yet know what this species' predators even | ook like. | suppose that |eaves close-in work
with lasers and sonics."

"Laser range isn't that short—eh. Right. If they don't see us, there's no guarantee they'll figure

out which way to run."

"Or even notice they're being killed off." Jonny thought for a minute, but nothing el se obvious
came to mind. "Well ... let's try buzzing themwth the car first. Maybe that'll do the trick."
But the aninals apparently had no enenies that were airborne. Conpletely oblivious to the darting
craft above them they continued stolidly on their way. "We do it the hard way now?" one of the
ot hers asked.

Banyon nodded. "Afraid so. But hopefully not too hard. Saving the biol ogists some work isn't worth
anyone getting killed over."

"Or even hurt,"” Jonny put in. "We'Il just—=

A ping fromthe car's phone interrupted him "Governor, we've got sonething here that may or may
not nean anything," Captain Shepherd said, his attention somewhere off-canera. "The satellite's

been conpleting its large-scale geosurvey .. . and it |looks very nuch like that herd is running
al ong one of the planet's nmagnetic field lines."

Banyon | ooked at Jonny, eyebrows raised. "I thought
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the only things that used geomagnetic navigation were birds, insects, and tweenies,"

"So did all the Menssana's biologists," Shepherd returned dryly. "But they adnit there's no reason
sonet hing | arger couldn't nake use of the mechanism™

"If we assume they're indeed paralleling the field lines, is the canp still in danger?" Jonny
asked.

"Yes. The probability actually goes up a couple of points."

Jonny | ooked questioningly at Banyon. "Wirth a try," the other grunted. "Captain, is there
anyt hi ng aboard the ship that can generate a strong nagnetic field?"
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"Sure—the drive nodulators. All we'll need to do is pull off sone of the shielding and we'll get
enough field | eakage to overwhel mtheir direction finders. If that's what's really happening."
"It's worth trying," Banyon repeated. "How fast can you get that shielding off?"

"It's already being done. Say another hour at the nost."

The gently rolling terrain could not by any stretch of the inmagination be called hilly; but even
so the flatfoot herd was audi ble Iong before it could be seen. Standing a few nmeters back fromthe
main |ine of Cobras, Jonny w ped the perspiration off his palns as the thunder steadily grew,
hoping this was going to work. In theory, the Cobra's antiarnor |asers should be able to nmake
fungus feed out of the herd if something went wong ... but Jonny couldn't help renenbering how
hard the equal ly herbiverous gantuas of Aventine were to kill

"Get ready," his phone said. He glanced up to see the car as it hovered above and ahead of the

Cobras. "You'll see themany minute now Wit for the captain's signal...."
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And the | eading edge of the herd came over a lowrise, like a dark tsunanm clearing a breakwater.

They weren't heading directly toward the Cobras, and in actual size were quite a bit snaller than
gantuas, but the sheer nunbers and ground-|evel view nore than made up for it. Jonny clenched his
jaw firmy, fighting hard against the urge to turn and run for cover . . . and as the wave poured
over the rise a new voice on the phone barked, "Now "

The answer was a volley of Cobra antiarnor |asers—directed not at the flatfoots, but at the
clusters of boulders the Cobras had westled into position fifty neters closer to the herd. Very
special boulders ... and if the Menssana's geol ogi sts had been right about that particul ar

formati on—

They had. The mi x of high- and | ow expansion mnerals in each boul der could survive for only a
second or less under a laser's glare before disintegrating with a crack that was audi bl e even over
the herd's runble. Like a string of firecrackers the boul ders blew up as the Cobras continued
their sweep ... and like firecrackers, they actually produced little nore than noise. But it was
enough; and as the herd's headlong rush faltered in sudden confusion, Jonny could al nost see them
| ose their internal sense of direction. An instant |later the hesitation was gone and the herd had
doubled its speed to a flat-out run ... but in the slightly altered direction the Menssana's
addi ti onal nmagnetic field was defining for themfromthe ship's new position sone ten kil oneters
away. The flank of the herd would now miss the line of Cobras; and when the Menssana lifted in an
hour or so and the flatfoots resuned their original direction their path would be shifted at |east
a kilometer out of the way of the human encanpnent.

Theoretically. But there would be tine to nake sure.

The aircar was dropping toward the ground and the Cobras were begi nning to converge on it. "Good
job,"
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Banyon's voice canme from Jonny's phone. "Let's head back."

The | ast few clouds had cl eared shortly before sunset, and the night sky was alive with stars.

Wal ki ng hand in hand just inside the perinmeter, Jonny and Chrys took turns nam ng the recogni zabl e
constellations and trying to natch the nore distorted ones with their Aventinian counterparts.
Eventual ly, they ran out, and for a time they just wal ked in silence, enjoying the night air.
Jonny, his audi o enhancers activated, heard the faint roar before Chrys did; and by the tinme she
took notice the steady volune | evel showed their plan had succeeded.

"The flatfoot herd?" she asked, peering off into the darkness.

"Right," he nodded. "And they're not getting any closer. At |east a kiloneter away—+aybe two."

She shook her head. "Strange. | renmenber sone biology class in school where the instructor took it
upon hinself to 'prove' that no | and aninmal |arger than a condorine could ever evolve with a
magneti c sense unless there was sone ridiculously high local field present. | wi sh he was here to
see this.”

Jonny chuckl ed. "/ renmenber readi ng about the old theory that all the native plants and animals on
the various Domi nion worlds were nutated descend-ents of spores or bacteria that had ultinmately

been bl own there by solar winds fromEarth. The argunent was still going strong when the Trofts
and M nthisti were found, | understand, and | have no idea what its proponents made of Aventine.
If there are still any of themaround. | guess the possibility of naking a public fool of yourself

is just one of those risks scientists have to face."

"You know, that universal genetic code thing has always bothered ne, too," Chrys nused. "Wy
should all the life we find show the same DNA and protein forms? It doesn't seemreasonable.”
98
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"BEven if that turns out to be the only workable structure?"

"1"ve never liked that theory. It seens arrogant, sonehow. "

Jenny shrugged. "I don't especially care for it either. 1've heard the Troft theory is that sone
maj or di saster three or four billion years ago nearly sterilized this whole regi on of space,
taking with it an early starfaring people. The al gae and bacteria that survived on each world were
therefore all fromone conmmon stock, though they've since evol ved independently."

"That must've been one gantua of a disaster."

"l think it was supposed to be either a chain of supernovas or the final collapse of the galaxy's
central black hole."

"\ Jh-huh. Alnost sinpler to believe God set it up this way deliberately."

"Certainly nmakes a colonist's |life easier to be able to digest the local flora and fauna," Jonny

agr eed.

"Though the vice versa is occasionally a problem"”

Jonny tensed; but Chrys's tone hadn't been one of accusation. "I appreciate your letting me go
with the others today," he said, as long as they were now on the topic. "I know | prom sed to stay

out of things on this trip—
"You could hardly hold out when you were needed," she put in. "And it wasn't |like you were in
serious danger out there. Were you?"

"No, not with the aircar and Menssana as backup. Still, I'lIl try to behave nyself the rest of the
trip."
She chuckl ed and gave his hand a squeeze. "It's all right, Jonny. Really. | wouldn't want you to

just sit on your hands when you're needed. Just be careful."

"Al ways," he assured her, wondering at her abrupt attitude change. This was the old Chrys back
again, the one who'd been so supportive of his service when they were first nmarried. Wat had
happened to change her? Was she sinply reacting to the new environ-
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ment, slipping into old thought patterns with the rem nder of their past struggles on Aventine?
He didn't know. But he liked the change ... and he had the rest of the trip to figure out howto
keep her this way when they returned hone.

Chapter 10

The cl earance to renmove their filter helnmets had come fromthe Dewdrop just before the evening's
medi cal exam and in the hours between then and bedti ne Joshua thought his nose had becone

t horoughly accustonmed to the exotic scents of Qasama's air. But the group hadn't taken nore than
three steps outside their guest house in the norning before Joshua realized that belief had been a
little premature.

The new odor seenmed to be a nixture of baking aromas with some not-quite-aromatic snmoke with

sonet hing he couldn't begin to identify.

He apparently wasn't the only one. "Wat is that | snell?" Cerenkov asked Mdff, sniffing the
breeze.

Moff inhal ed thoughtfully. "I snell the bakery one street down, the boron refinery, and the
exhaust of vehicles. Nothing nore."

"A boron refinery?" Rynstadt spoke up. "In the nmiddle of the city?"

"Yes. Wy not?" Moff asked.

"Well .. ." Rynstadt floundered a bit. "I would assunme it would be safer to put industries |ike
that away from popul ated centers. In case of an accident or sonething."

Mof f shook his head. "W have no accidents of any
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consequence. And the equipnent itself is safest right where it is.
"Interesting,"” Cerenkov nmurnured. "Could we see this refinery?"
Mof f hesitated a second, then nodded. "I suppose that would be perm ssible. This way."

Bypassing the car waiting for themat the curb, he set off, the four Aventinians and five other
Qasanans following. The refinery turned out to be less than a bl ock away, | ocated in an

unr emar kabl e bui I di ng m dway between two of Sollas's extra-w de avenues.

Joshua had never seen this kind of light industrial plant before, and the nasses of tanks, pipes,
and bustling Qasamans gave himnore of a feeling of confusion than of productivity. But
Rynstadt—and to a | esser extent York-seened fascinated by the place. "Very nice setup," Rynstadt
comrent ed, gazing around the nmain room "I|'ve never heard of a boron extraction nmethod using cold
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bubbl ed gas. Wat gas is that, if | may ask?"

"I"'mreally not sure," Mff said. "Sone sort of catalyst, | expect. You are an expert in this sort
of chem stry?"

"No, not really," Rynstadt shook his head. "I dabble in a lot of fields—ny job as an educator
requires me to know bits and pieces of al nbst every subject."

"A general scientific expert, then. | see.”

There was sonet hing about the way Moff said that that Joshua didn't care for, as if Rynstadt's
supposed expertise had added a poi nt against the nission's peaceful imge. "Wuld sonething tike
this nmethod be marketabl e on Aventine, Marck, do you think?" he spoke up, hoping Rynstadt would
pi ck up the cue.

He did. "Alnbst certainly,"” the other nodded at once. "Boron plays a najor part in at |east a
dozen different industries, and while our nmethods aren't expensive sonething cheaper woul d al ways
be wel cone. Perhaps we can discuss this in nore detai
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later, Mff, either with Mayor Ki nmeron or someone in planetary authority."”

"I''"ll pass on your request," Mff said. Hs tone was neutral, but to Joshua's eye he seened to
relax just a bit. Like tiptoeing through a mne field with these people, he thought.

"Well, 1 think we mght as well nmove on, then," Cerenkov said briskly. "lI'd still like to see the
art gallery you nmentioned yesterday, and perhaps one of your narketplaces."”

"OfF course," Mff agreed. "Back to the car, then, and we'll be off."

"Wel | ?" Tel ek asked.

Chri stopher straightened up fromhis terminal. "I don't find any reference to this kind of boron

refinement method,"” he said. "Again, these records are by no neans conpl ete—=

"Sure, sure. So have they got a new technique or were they |ying about what that plant was doi ng?"
The intercom beeped and Pyre | eaned toward it, tuning out the conversation beside him "Yes?"

It was Captain F ahl. "Just cone up with a correlation that you people might |ike to know about,"
he said. "Those extra-wi de streets in Sollas and the other cities? Well, it turns out that in each
i nstance they run exactly parallel to Qasama's geonagnetic field."

The intricacies of boron refinement were abruptly forgotten. "Say again?" Christopher asked,
turning toward the intercom

F' ahl repeated his statenent. "Any reason you can think of for that, Captain?" Tel ek asked.
"Not hi ng that makes sense,"” F ahl replied. "You don't have to skew your whole city to use the
field for navigation, and the field strength is far too weak to produce any effect on power I|ines
or the like."

"Unless it periodically surges,
sense. "

"Maybe it has to do with their |ong-range comu-

nication system" Tel ek suggested. "Sendi ng nodul ations along the Iines of force or sonething."
From a corner of the |ounge Nnandi looked up inirritation. "I wish you'd all get off this idea
that the Qasamans have to have broadcast communi cations," he growl ed. "We' ve al ready seen that
Sollas is wired for both power and data transmission—that's really all they need."

"Wth nothing between the cities?—not to nmention all those little villages out there?" Tel ek
retorted. "Cone on, Hersh—the isolated city-state concept may appeal to your sense of the exotic,
but as a practicing politician | tell you it isn't stable. These peopl e have cal cul ators or even
conputers, as well as cars, machi ned weapons, and presunably sonmething to use the runway we're
sitting on. They cannot sinply have forgotten the basics of electromagnetic waves or unified
government . "

"Ch? Then how do you explain the village walls?"

"How do you explain the cities' lack of thenP" Tel ek shook her head irritably. "W can't assune
the villages are prinmtive and fight anong thensel ves and at the sane tine say the cities are
advanced and don't."

"We can if there's no conmmunication between city and village," Nnanmdi said doggedly. "O if the
villagers are a different species altogether. | notice neither Mdff nor Ki meron has mentioned the
villages at all."

Pyre caught Telek's eye. "It mght be good to clear up that point."

She sighed. "Ch, all right." Picking up the translator-link mke, she dictated a short nessage to
the contact team Pyre switched his attention back to the displays and waited for Cerenkov to

rai se the subject with Mff.

Chri st opher nused. "No, even then the design doesn't nake any
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The wait wasn't |long. The car was approachi ng one of the narrower cross streets, and as they
reached the corner Joshua's inplanted caneras showed the
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street was lined on both sides by pernanent-I|ooking booths, each displaying the seller's goods on
a wai st-high | edge beneath an open wi ndow. Dozens of people were already mlling about, inspecting
the net-. chandi se or engaged in ani mated conversation with the sellers. "This is the nain

mar ket pl ace for this part of Sollas,” Mf said as the car pulled up behind others parked al ong
the wi de avenue. "There are eight others like it el sewhere in the city."

"Seens an inefficient way of narketing," Rynstadt commented as they left the car and wal ked toward
the bazaar. "Not to mention unconfortable in the winter or on rainy days."

"The street can be sealed in bad weather," Mff said, pointing upwards. Joshua | ooked, and Pyre
saw that at the third-floor level on the flanking buildings were two | ong roof sections, folded
drawbri dge-fashion against the walls. "As to inefficiency, we prefer to think of it as an

expression of individual liberty and freedom Lack of those qualities was the reason our ancestors
came here originally. You' ve not said why your ancestors left the rule of the dynasties."
"Ch, hell," Telek growl ed, grabbing for the microphone. "Keep it non-political, Yuri," she

instructed him "Sense of adventure or sonething."

"We went to Aventine for various reasons," Cerenkov told the Qasanan. "The desire for adventure or
to see a new worl d, dissatisfaction with our lives—that sort of thing."

"Not political pressure?"

"Perhaps sone cane for that reason, but if so I'mnot aware of it," Cerenkov answered cautiously.
"Tell that to the First Cobras," Pyre nurnured.

"Quiet," Tel ek shushed him

The contact teamand its Qasaman escort was wal ki ng anong the ot her shoppers now. A nmojo on one of
the buyers squawked, causing Rynstadt to jerk to the side. Pyre junped in synpathetic response;
he'd al nost stopped noticing the ubiquitous dam birds.

"Are all your goods from Sollas and the i nmedi ate area?" Cerenkov asked Mdff as they passed a
stand featuring neatly packaged | oaves of bread.

"No, our commerce extends to the other cities and villages as well,"” the other told him "Mst of
the fresh fruit and neat cones fromthe villages east of here.”

"Ah," Cerenkov nodded, and continued wal ki ng.

"Satisfied?" Christopher asked Nnandi.

The ot her gl owered back. "Still doesn't prove the villagers are human," he pointed out stiffly.
"Or are on an equal plane with the cities—

n AI er?"

Pyre turned to the couch where Justin was lying. "Wat is it?"

"l ... hear sonmething ... lowrunmble ... from Joshua." The boy stopped, strain evident on his face

as he fought to split enough of his attention from Joshua's sensors to speak. "Getting closer

| think."

Chri stopher was already at the controls, trying to find the sound Justin's Cobra enhancers had
al ready gl eaned form Joshua's signal. "Captain, we nmay have aircraft approaching," Pyre snapped
toward the intercom

"I"'mon it," Fahl replied calmy. "No sign of anything yet.
An instant later Pyre nearly went through the |l ounge's ceiling as a bell ow erupted fromthe

di spl ay speakers. "Yol p!" Christopher exclained, grabbing the volunme control he'd just turned up
The roar subsided to a hooting sound ... and as he | ooked at the screen, Pyre saw the Qasanmans had
abandoned t heir shopping and were beginning to nove toward the wi de avenues at each end of the
bazaar. "What's goi ng on?" Cerenkov asked Mff as the escort, too, joined the general flow A
second set of runbles added to the first, and Pyre got a glinpse of cars being hurriedly noved off
the avenue, presunably to the narrower cross streets.
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"A bololin herd has entered Sollas," Mff told Cerenkov briefly. "Stay back—you're not arned."

Tel ek grabbed the mike. "Never mind that. Joshua—nove up at |east close enough to see what's
goi ng on. Decker, better go with him"

The two men began to nove in Mff's wake. None of the Qasamans seened particularly disturbed by
what ever was about to happen ... but as Pyre | ooked closer, he realized the sane wasn't true of
the nmojos. Every bird in sight was fluffing its feathers, half opening its wi ngs, and generally
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showi ng signs of agitation.

The runbl e was clearly audi ble now as Joshua and York squeezed their way to the third rank of

wat chers. "Clear,"” a voice cane faintly over Joshua's sensors, and someone off to the right in the
front row drew his pistol, holding it nuzzle upward in a ready position. A dozen nore calls and
the entire front row had foll owed suit. Across the avenue. Pyre could just see that another group
of people waited in the street there, weapons sinmlarly drawn. "Crossfire situation, Decker," he

called toward the ni ke Tel ek was still hol ding, drowning out whatever instructions she was giVing
the team "Watch for trouble with that."
The runbl e becane a roar ... and the aninals appeared.

To Pyre it was instantly obvious why the Qasanans considered it worthwhile to wal k around arned.
The fact that there was an entire herd of beasts stanpeding through their city was bad enough; but
even one of these woul d have been cause for serious alarm Each a good two neters |ong, the
bololins were heavily nuscled, with sets of hooves that |ooked as if they could break rock by
runni ng i npact alone. A pair of wi cked-1ooking horns sprouted fromthe nassive heads, and running
down the back was a dorsal strip of thirty-centinmeter quills that even an Aventini an spi ne | eopard
woul d have been proud to possess. There were at |east a hundred of the creatures in sight
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al ready, running shoul der to shoulder and head to tail, with nore pouring in behind them... and
as Pyre tensed in automatic conbat reaction, the Qasamans opened fire.

Chri st opher spat sonething startled sounding, and even Pyre—who'd had an idea what to

expect —+ferked at the sound. The Dom ni on had given up sinple explosive firearns |ong ago in favor
of lasers and nore sophisticated rocket cartridges, but such progress had apparently passed Qasana
by. The guns ahead of Joshua roared |ike niniature grenades going off ... and sone of the bololins
in the herd abruptly faltered and fell.

Pyre happened to be | ooking directly at one of the quadrupeds as it was hit; and he was thus the
first one in the lounge to see the tan-colored bird that shot upward fromthe carcass.

It was at |east half again as large as a nojo, that quick glance showed himas the bird arrowed
of f the screen, but seened built along the sane predacious lines. Its hiding place, as near as he
could tell, had been the bololin's dorsal quill forest ... an instant |ater Joshua reacted and the
view shifted upward, and Pyre saw nore of the birds already in the air, presumably having
simlarly deserted dying bololins.

Closing rapidly on themwas a flock of npjos.

"They're crazy," Christopher said, barely audible over the gunfire. "Those birds are bigger than
they are—

"And they seemto be predators, too," Telek grow ed. "Sonething' s wong here—predators don't

usual Iy pick on other predators. Joshua!—keep tracking the birds."

The di spl ay steadied, and Pyre watched in norbid fascination as a mojo cane in from above and
behi nd one of the |arger birds, swooping down with talons ready. It hit—got a grip—and for half a
dozen heartbeats it clung there in piggyback position. The larger bird twisted violently, to no
avail, leveled out once nore—
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And the nmojo spread its wings and dropped off and back. Making no attenpt to pursue, it turned in
a lazy circle and headed back to the crowd of Qasamans.

"What the bl oomng hell?" Telek muttered.

Pyre couldn't have put it better hinself.

Joshua's gaze returned to the street now The herd was out of sight, and through the settling dust
about twenty carcasses were visible, nmangled to various degrees. One of the Qasamans—bff, Pyre
saw—stepped out into the avenue and | ooked carefully in both directions. Hol stering his pistol

he stepped back; and as if on signal, the other guns |ikew se vani shed and the crowds began to
break up.

Tel ek squeezed the m ke hard. "Yuri—everybody—find out everything you can about what just
happened. Especially the thing with the birds."

Silently, Pyre seconded the order. Though he doubted the contact teamreally needed that
pronpti ng.

Joshua certainly hadn't needed Tel ek to state the obvious—bursting with curiosity, he could barely
wait until Mff had pushed his way through the dispersing cromd to fire off his first question
"How did those aninals get into the city so easily?" he asked

Mof f frowned, throwing a glance at York as well. "I told you to stay back."

"Sorry. What were those—bololins, you called then? —what were they doi ng here?"
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Cerenkov and Rynstadt had joined the group now, as had nost of Mffs associates. "The bololins
mgrate periodically," he said, alnost reluctantly. "A herd |ike that always fornms for a run, and
you'll agree sonmething like that would be al nbst inpossible to stop. So we've built the city to
pass themthrough with as little damage as possible."

York gl anced at the carcasses in the avenue. "As little damage to you, anyway."

"Crews will be along nonentarily to take themto
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a processing area," Mff said. "Both neat and hides will be saved."

"You'd do better to split a few off fromthe herd and stop them before you shoot," York persi sted.
"Letting themget tranpled |ike that doesn't do hide or neat any good."

"What was all that with the nojos and those other birds?" Joshua asked as Mff started to reply.
"Do nmoj os hunt |ike that even when they don't intend to eat?"

"To—= Ch, | see." MfIf reached up to stroke his nojo's throat. "Tarbines aren't a food ani nal .
Mbj os seek them for reproduction. Cerenkov," he said, turning away from Joshua, "we will need to
cut short our visit to the marketplace if we intend to reach the art gallery during the tinme it
will be cleared for us. If you wish, we can return here another tine."

"Al right." Cerenkov sent a long | ook toward the bololin carcasses as Mff steered them down the
avenue to the cross street where their car had been noved. "Does this sort of thing happen very
of t en?"

"Qccasionally. Perhaps nore often in the next few days—there is a major mgration underway. But
there's no need for concern. The probability you will be near the affected streets is small, and
even if you are the rooftop alarns al ways give adequate warni ng. Come now, we rust hurry."
Conversation ceased. As they wal ked, Joshua nudged York and sl owed his pace a bit. York matched
his speed; and as Mdff and the others pulled a few paces ahead, Joshua reached up to put his thunb
over the m crophone on his translator pendant. "You' ve lived on a lot of worlds,"” he nmurmured to
the other. "You ever seen a nale and fenale of the sane species that | ook that different?"

York shrugged minutely, his hand simlarly on his translator. "I've seen or heard of sone that are
even nore msmatched than that ... but |'ve never heard
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of a mating that |ooks that nuch Iike an out-and-out attack. Al nost |ike—well, hell, I'll say it:
like a rape.”

Joshua felt a shiver run up his back. "It did, didn't it? The nojos were hitting themlike

condori nes swoopi ng down on rabbits.”

"And the tarbines were trying like crazy to get away. Sonething really weird's happeni ng here,
Joshua. "

Ahead, Moff gl anced back. Casually, Joshua dropped his arm back to his side and increased his
speed, York doing the same beside him They'd have to find some private way to clue Cerenkov in on
this and get himto start probing, Joshua knew, already trying to figure out a way to do that. He
hoped the other's silver tongue would be up to the challenge ... because if the npjo's mating
behavi or was evi dence of sone significant biological principle here, it could be vital to root
such information out.

And it wa,s sure as hell that the support team stuck inside the Dewdrop, wouldn't be able to do
anything in that direction.

"No," Tel ek shook her head. "Absolutely not. It's

i nsane. "

"I't's not insane," Pyre retorted. "It's feasible, practical, and there's no other way to get hard
data." He glanced at the displayed map of Sollas and the red mass that was the conputer's estimte
of the bololin herd' s position. "And we've got maybe fifteen minutes to take advantage of that
herd. "

"You'll be outside—al one—+n unknown and presumably hostile country," Telek grow ed, ticking off
fingers with quick, alnbst vicious notions. "You'll have limted comuni cation with us and none at
all with the locals, should you stunble on any. And you probably woul dn't have a chance of
sneaki ng back in unnoticed-which neans that if you got hurt you'd be forcing nme to choose between
your life and anything further for the mssion."
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"And if | don't go you nmay never find out why rmale npjos rape their females,” Pyre said quietly.
"Not to nention why the tarbines ride bololins. O for that matter, why the bololins are so hard
to keep out of cities.”

Tel ek | ooked at Christopher and Nnandi. "Well?" she denmanded. "Say sonething, you two. Tell him
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he's crazy."

The two scientists exchanged gl ances and Chri st opher shrugged unconfortably. "Governor, we're here
to learn everything we can about this place,” he said, his eyes not neeting either Telek's or
Pyre's. "I agree it's dangerous ... but Alnmp's right about the bololins probably not getting this
cl ose again."

"And he is a Cobra," Nnandi put in

"A Cobra." Telek al nost spat the word. "And so he's invulnerable to accidents and snake bites?"
She dropped her eyes to the city display.

For a nonent there was silence. "W have survival packs already nade up," Pyre said quietly. "One
woul d suffice for a week; | can take two. There are |laser comm setups | could use to keep in touch
fromthe woods without the Qasanans catching on. |'ve seen biological field analyzers bei ng used;
I"'msure | can set one up for you or even run it a little nmyself if necessary. And | could take a
couple of small freeze boxes if you wanted a whole tarbine to study later."

She shook her head, eyes still on the screen. "You' re Cobra team | eader. Do what you Ilike."

Whi ch was not exactly enthusiastic support, but Pyre would have to take what he could get. The
bololins were barely mnutes away. "M chael, Dorjay—two survival packs and |laser commto the port
cargo hatch; stat," he said into the intercom The two Cobras acknow edged and Pyre |eft the

| ounge at a fast jog, heading for his stateroomfor a quick change into nore suitable clothing.
There was a boxed bio field anal yzer down in the cargo hold; he could grab it on his way out. The
hatch itself, facing away fromthe
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city, should et himout into the ship's shadow unseen. At that point he would just have to hope
the botolins were indeed running deliberately along magnetic field Iines ... and that the runways
were as dusty as they | ooked.

He was in the cargo hold three minutes later. A minute after that, |laden like a pack cart, he was
crouchi ng outside, hugging the Dewdrop's hull as he noved toward the bow. The runble of the

bol olins was audi bl e wi thout his enhancers now, and a qui ck gl ance under the Dewdrop's nose showed
they were indeed on the projected path, one that would take the herd's flank within fifty neters
of the ship. Behind the first few ranks the dust was al ready begi nning to obscure the city beyond,
and it was getting thicker. Taking a deep breath, Pyre gave the edge of the forest a quick scan
and got ready to run.

The | eadi ng edge of the herd thundered by. Pyre let the next few ranks pass as well; and then he
was of f, running bent over to present as low a profile as possible. Equi prent bangi ng agai nst back
and thighs with each step, he traced a curved path that ended with himpacing the snuffling herd
barely a nmeter fromits flank

It was instantly obvious the nearest bololins didn't care for his presence. One or two veered at

hi mas they ran, horns hooking toward his side; but even without his programed refl exes he was
nmor e ma- neuverabl e than the massive beasts and evaded them wi t hout trouble. Mre troubl esone—and
unexpect ed—were the two-neter-long whiplash tails no one had noticed. If the first such bl ow
hadn't | anded across his backpack it would undoubtedly have | eft a painful welt or even torn
nmuscle. As it was, his nanocom puter had to take over servo control briefly to restore his

bal ance.

But it was only a few nore seconds to the edge of the forest, and as the herd passed the first few
trees Pyre parted conpany with them angling off to the

COBRA STRI KE

113

side and conming to a stop only when a gl ance behind showed not hi ng but greenery.

For a | ong nonent he just stood there, turning slowy around as his auditory and optical enhancers
probed as nuch of the surroundings as possible. Gadually the sound of the bololins faded into the
di stance, to be replaced by the chirps, clicks, and whistles of birds, insects, and God al one knew
what el se. Small aninmals noved in trees and undergrowth, and once he thought he heard sonething
much heavier on the prow .

It was just barely possible that this hadn't been the snartest idea he'd ever had.

But there was nothing for it now but to go ahead and do the job he'd promn sed Tel ek he woul d.
Setting his equipnent at the base of a tree, he made sure his auditory enhancers were on full and
got to work.

Chapter 11

"If ever there was a world designed for col onization
"this is definitely it."

Gazi ng around the gray-brown | andscape, Jonny had to agree. \Watever the nechani smthat had

Captai n Shepherd said with satisfaction
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scoured this region of space down to nucleic acids, it was clear Kubha had suffered nore than
nmost. Not hing but the nost prinmitive life existed here: one-celled plants and animals, and perhaps
a few hundred species of only slightly nore conplex organisns. A virtual blank slate, ready to
accept whatever ecol ogical pattern any future colony chose to set up on it.

Any pattern, that is, that could stand the heat.

A young biol ogi st trudged up the knoll where Jonny and Shepherd were standing, a full rack of
sanmpl e tubes held carefully to his chest. "Captain; Governor," he nodded, blow ng a drop of sweat
fromthe tip of his nose. "Thought you m ght be interested in seeing the prelininary conmpatibility
test results before | file them"

Jonny hid a snmile as he and Shepherd stooped to peer into the tubes at the various m xes of native
and Aventinian cells. At Chata, at Fuson, and now at Kubha, the scientists had never ceased their
efforts to persuade Shepherd to grant themnore tinme for
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sanpl e taking and general study, and getting himinterested in the results was just one of the
nore subtle approaches. It wouldn't work, of course; the Council had nmade it very clear that this
was to be a whirlwi nd tour, and Shepherd took his orders very seriously.

"Interesting," the captain nodded, straightening up fromhis brief exami nation. "Better get them
to the freeze chanber, though, if you want tine to gather any nore. We're lifting in about two
hours."

A hint of chagrin crossed the biologist's face before it could be suppressed. "Yes, sir," he said,
and headed toward the Menssana.

"You' re a col d- bl ooded taskmaster without a drop of scientific curiosity; did you know t hat ?"
Jonny asked bl andly.

Shepherd's lip quirked. "So |'ve been told. But the Council said a fast prelimstudy, and that's
exactly what they're going to get. Besides, | want to be back when the Dewdrop arrives, just in
case—

"Hi, Chrys," Jonny interrupted, turning as his wife cane up to join them H's enhanced heari ng had
pi cked up the sound of her footsteps, and the last thing he wanted to renmind her of was the
Dewdrop sitting on alien soil with two of her sons aboard. "What do you think?" he added, waving a
hand at the | andscape.

"Too enmpty for ny tastes," she said, shaking her head. "Seens spooky, sonmehow. And |'m not crazy
about pan-frying nmy brain out here." She gave Jonny a careful |ook. "How are you feeling?"

"Fine," he told her, and neant it. "The heat's not only helping ny arthritis, but also seens to be
pushing ny heart rate and circulation up enough to conpensate a bit for nmy anenia.”

"Whi ch neans you're going to trade anenia for a heart attack?" Shepherd grunted. "G eat. Muybe
you'd better get back inside until we're ready to lift, Governor."
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"My heart's in no danger," Jonny protested. "It'I|l probably live two years |onger than | do."
"Sure it will." Shepherd hooked a thunb in the Menssana's direction. "Go on, Governor. Call it an

order."

For a nonent Jonny was tenpted to unilaterally take hinmself out of the chain of command. He found
it refreshing to be out in the open air—especially where there was no danger of anything sticking
teeth, claws, mandibles, or stings into himand very nuch wanted to enjoy the | ast hours he'd have
here. But there was that promise to Chrys.... "Ch, all right,” he grunbled. "But under protest."”
Toget her, he and Chrys trotted down the knoll. "The Council sure naned this one right," Chrys
remarked as they reached | evel ground and slowed to a nore sedate wal k. "Naned what right? Kubha?"
"Uh- huh. You knowthe five stars of the Southern Cross constellation of Asgard—

"I know how the planets were code-naned, yes," Jonny interrupted her

"Well, it happens that Kubha's the hottest of those stars; and this Kubha's the hottest of these
pl anets, at |least so far. Must be an onen."

Jonny snorted. "Let's not give either the Council or the universe that nuch credit."

Chrys smiled. "Hey, cheer up," she said, taking his arm "Everything's really going pretty well.
The Jonny Moreau |uck seens to hold up even when you're only along for the ride."

"Un Aside fromlittle things Iike snakele venomin the nucleic acid anal yzer—

"Fi xed," she said. "W got it working again about ten ninutes ago. \Which was why |'d been rel eased
frommy desk and could conme out to drag you kicking and scream ng back inside." He shook his head
in nock exasperation. "l swear,
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Chrys, you do a poorer imitation of a |oafing passenger than / do."

"And you're delighted. Go on, admit it."

"Why? You're going to send ne to nmy room anyway, aren't you?" he said, putting a well-renenbered
five-year-old's whine into his voice. "You always want nme to play outside on nice days."

She poked himin the ribs. "Stop that—+ had ny fill of tantrums years ago."
He captured her attacking hand and wapped the arm around his waist, and for a nonment they wal ked
like that in silence. "It would be an ideal planet for colonization, wouldn't it," she said

quietly. "And that's going to make it all the harder to say no."
"No to the Trofts?"
She nodded. "The Council's going to want this world, and probably the others as well. And to get

themthey'll take on the Qasamans ... whether that's the smart thing to do or not."
Jonny grimaced. The sane thought had been lurking in the back of his own nmind for at |east two
pl anets now. "We'll just have to hope the Dewdrop's report is solid enough that it rel egates ours

to footnote status as far as that decision is concerned.”

"Wth Lizabet Telek in charge of witing it?" Chrys snorted. "She wants these worlds so badly she
can taste it. She'll nmake sure the Qasamans sound like crippled porongs as far as fighting ability
i s concerned."”

"I don't know if she's that underhanded," Jonny denmurred cautiously. "And with Al np, Justin, and
Joshua aboard she'd have a hard tinme slanting things too far."

Still, he thought as they passed the Cobra guard at the Menssana's airlock and stepped through to
the cool shock of the ship's climate control, it might not hurt to tone down our report a shade or
two. Enphasize Chata's flatfoot herds, perhaps, and Fuson's spit-
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ting snakeles. Every world's got its drawbacks—all we have to do is find them and nmake them

vi si bl e.

And hope the Council doesn't take themtoo seriously. Already the ship's cooler air was affecting
his arthritic joints, remnding himw th each twinge that he'd been a bit lax with his nedication
schedule. He would hate to see a world |ike Kubha slip through mankind's fingers for no rea
reason.

Whether it was worth a war ... well, that decision didn't yet need to be nade.

Chapter 12

The conplete tour of Sollas and its environs took six days; and for Cerenkov the nbst amazing part
was how t he Qasamans coul d keep them so busy while showing themso little.

So little of real inportance, anyway. They spent a great many hours touring art galleries,

cul tural nuseuns, and parks, while evenings were usually filled with dance and nusica
performances at their guest house and | ong di scussions with Mayor Ki nmeron or other high-ranking
officials. At no tinme, despite Cerenkov's carefully phrased requests, was the contact teamtaken
to anything resenbling a conmunications or conputing center; nor were they shown any of the city's
i ndustrial or manufacturing capability.

And yet such capability obviously existed. The glinpses they got of intercity roads and the
relatively sparse traffic on them showed Soll as's goods weren't sinply being shipped in from
sonewhere el se

"I't's got to be underground," Rynstadt commented that evening as the four nmen relaxed in the

| ounge that connected their two sleeping roonms. "All of it: refining, manufacturing, waste
processi ng—faybe there's even a tunnel network for product distribution.”

"Except for snaller operations |ike the boron plant
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we saw the first day?" Cerenkov shrugged. "Possibly. Probably, even. Sure seens to be the hard way
to do

it, though."

"Depends on what they were after," Joshua put in. "Aesthetically, this is a clean, beautiful city,
a good place to spend your leisure tine even if you have to work underground all day."

"Or else,” York said quietly, "they were sinply worried about having everything out in the open."
Cerenkov felt his jaw tense up, forced it to relax. The unspoken assunption was that the Qasanans
wer e eavesdroppi ng on these conversations, and to go anywhere near nilitary concepts nmade hi m
nervous. But on the other hand, ignoring such a normal aspect of hunman societies was likely to

| ook even nore suspicious. As long as York didn't let his professional interests run away with
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hi m—"What do you nmean? They built underground to protect their nmanufacturing base from attack?"
"Or fromdetection," York replied. "Renmenber our assumed starting point: enigres—er exiles—from
percei ved repression, having gone way farther than they intended and now stuck on Qasama with a
usel ess

stardrive."

"Do you suppose they ran into sone Troft ships on the way here?" Joshua suggested. "The Dom ni on
probably hadn't net either themor the Mnthisti when the Qasamans left. If I'd just seen a Troft
for the first time, | think I'd probably have kept going until nmy tanks ran dry."

Noddi ng, York said, "l suspect that's exactly what they did. The distance seens right for a col ony
ship's full dry-tank range." He | ooked back at Cerenkov. "I'd guess they had their whole city
underground to begin with, noving up only as they started to outgrow the space and no one showed
up to stonmp

them"

"And they cane up smack in the mddle of the bololin mgration pattern,'
his head. "Definitely poor planning on soneone's part."

"That doesn't explain where the villages cane fromf1l Rynstadt nused. "Though naybe we can get sone
of their history tonorrow. Assuming the tripis still on."

Cerenkov shrugged. "As far as | know Mff and conpany are driving us out there first thing
tonorrow norning." He broke off as a familiar hooting sounded faintly in the distance.

York grimaced. "More bololins. | think I'd have stayed underground until | found a way to keep the
dam t hings out."

At | east, Cerenkov thought, the streets ought to be pretty enpty by now | wonder how nany people
those things kill every year? "I assunme they had their reason. Maybe Mff will | oosen up sone day
and tal k about it."

First tine in a week |I'mclose enough to nake a grab, Pyre groused silently to hinself, and the
damm herd deci des to be noct urnal

From Pyre's end, of course, it wasn't all that bad. Locking in the Iight anplification capability
of his optical enhancers gave himas good a view as he would have had on an overcast afternoon

and with magnification also on he'd be able to target any likely tarbines as soon as they energed
fromthe obscuring buildings. And once he had targeting | ock established he could follow his
chosen bird into the woods, where he could shoot it w thout anyone seeing the flash.

The problemwas that with nbst good Qasamans tucked away in their beds there weren't likely to be
many bol olins running into bullets out there, and correspondingly few i npregnated tarbines for him
to hunt. Miuttering under his breath, he nentally crossed his fingers and waited for the herd to

Cer enkov si ghed, shaking

appear.
It did; and his pleadings were answered froman entirely unexpected direction. Across the |anding
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area—about half a kilonmeter away and somewhat northeast of his current position—a door suddenly
opened in a tall building the Dewdrop's crew had tentatively |abeled the control tower, spilling

i ght and people out onto the pavenment. Flickers of fire erupted fromoutstretched hands, and even
as their nojos took to the air the sound of gunfire reached Pyre's ears. Shifting his attention
back to the herd, he waited. Wthin seconds the tarbines began to

appear.

The nultitarget capability hadn't been a part of Cobra optical enhancers since Jonny Mreau' s war
but Pyre's teamhad trained with themprior to the Qasama m ssion and he'd devel oped a healthy
respect for both their advantages and their dangers. Once he target-|l ocked one or nore tarbines,
hi s nanoconputer and servos woul d make sure his next |aser shots would be in that

di recti on—whet her or not he suddenly found a predator he needed to deal with first. He'd run into
at least twenty such creatures since | eaving the Dewdrop—dog- or nonkey-sized, npst of them but
none he'd care to give a free shot at his back regardless. But it was a chance he'd have to take
Keepi ng an ear cocked for suspicious sounds, he activated his nmultitarget |ock and waited. The
wait wasn't long. As before, the npjos attacked swiftly, swooping in through the tarbines
attenpts at evasion. Wth the larger birds' head start, though, nost made it into the cover of the
nearest trees before their nojos could disengage. Pyre targeted two of the tarbines just before
they entered the forest and, on slightly reckless inpulse, |ocked onto one of the riding nojos as
well. The birds swept through the branches, disengaged ... and, raising his hands, Pyre squeezed
off three fingertip | aser shots.

The birds dropped with a crunch of dead | eaves into the undergrowth. Pyre sprinted over, scooped
them up, and hastily got out of the way as the main herd caught up. Keeping well to the side, he
paced
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t hem anot her hundred meters into the woods. Then, spinning on his right foot, he swng his |eft
leg up and fired his antiarnor |aser

The trees flashed with reflected light as the targeted bololin crunpled to the ground. Its tarbine
took off for the sky; it got maybe ten neters before Pyre's fingertip | aser brought it down.

And as the rest of the herd continued on their way, silence returned. Retrieving his |ast tarbine.
Pyre took his prizes to the bush where he'd cached his freeze boxes and stuffed theminside. Then
crouching with his back to a large tree within sight of the dead bololin, he settled down to wait.
It was an hour before the sounds of the Qasanman collection team faded fromthe area between forest
and city. During that time Pyre had al so heard soneone el se poking around the edges of the wood,
whi stling occasionally as he apparently searched for the nojo Pyre had killed. But he and the
others clearly knew better than to go too deep into the forest at night, and no one cane anywhere
near Pyre's position

Finally they were gone, and Pyre could address the task of nmoving the bololin carcass closer to
the Dewdrop. Wth his servos the creature's weight wasn't a significant problem but it took him
four tries to find a grip that was reasonably bal anced. Finding a wi de enough path through the
trees and bushes was another problem and nore than once he found hinsel f wondering how in hel

the beasts managed it on their own.

Eventual | y, though, he made it. Dunping the carcass beside his canmouflaged | aser comm he
activated the latter and slipped on the headphone. "Pyre to Dewdrop," he nuttered. "Anyone hone?"

"Lieutenant Collins,” a voice cane back pronptly. "I believe Governor Tel ek and her people are
still in uthe lounge, sir; let ne switch you."

"Fine," Pyre said. A nonent later Telek came on the circuit.
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"Everything all right, Al mp?" she said.

"Far as | can tell. Listen, |I've got a bololin carcass for you and two freeze boxes' worth of
tarbi nes and nojos. You want to warm up your equipnent or wait until | can deliver themin
person?”

"You got a tarbine? Wonderful! |npregnated or

not ?"

"Both types—which is why |'ve got a spare bololin." "Uh-huh. | understand. Well ... | suppose |

ought to do the bololin first, before any scavengers get to it. Can you hook up the field analyzer
to the |l aser commfor ne?" "Sure."

It took only a few minutes to set up the field analyzer and plug its control line into the |aser
commis telenetry port, and by the tine he'd finished Tel ek had the necessary control/display
consol e hooked up at her end. "Okay," she said. "Now stand clear."

The anal yzer renote, | ooking for all the world like a |arge double starfish with gripper treads,
crawl ed up the bololin's flank to where the heart would be on nost earthstock animls. A scal pe
extended fromone armto slice a neat incision in the dark hide. Pyre paused | ong enough to make
sure the analyzer's canmera units were firnmly nounted to nearby trees and then headed out to walk a
sentry circle around the area. They couldn't afford to have either scavengers or Qasanmans stunbl e
onto the post-nmortemnow ... and besides, it wasn't really sonmething he wanted to watch. It was
three hours before the renote's return to the ground signal ed the operation was at an end—and the
bololin was no | onger recogni zable as such. Averting his eyes, Pyre again put on the headset.
"Pyre."

"Ah, you're back." If Telek was at all tired, it wasn't evident from her voice. "You want to open
up the freeze boxes and get ne one of the tarbines? Better start with the uni npregnated one."
"You sure you want to do it out here?" he asked doubtfully.
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"I'"ve got as much sensitivity with the renmote as | do with ny hands," Telek assured him "and |I'd
just as soon start getting sone answers before we have to leave. O at |east have the questions
I"1l want Yuri to ask."

"You're the boss." Finding the proper box. Pyre opened it and set the chilly tarbine down on a
patch of bare ground. The renote skittered over to it and Pyre resuned his wal k.

He returned twice nore, replacing the mess first with an inpregnated tarbine and then with the
nmoj o, wondering each time how | ong Tel ek could continue to handle delicate surgery w thout sleep
But she kept at it, and the eastern sky was starting to glow when the renpte's operating |ight
finally flicked out. "Well?" he asked into the headset as he started collecting the gear together
"I"'mnot sure," Telek said slowy. "The data seemclear enough ... but I'mnot really sure if |
believe it. Mjos and tarbines appear to be entirely different species ... and the npjos don't
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seemto inpregnate the tarbines as nmuch as they inoculate them"

"They what ?"

"Well ... the nojo's only external sex organ is designed |ike an organi c hypoderm c needl e. \Wat
it does is inject a semnal fluid that contains virus-like nuclei instead of nore conplete sperm
cells. The nuclei ... well, this is still prelimnary, but it |ooks |ike they invade sone of the

cells in the tarbine's back and turn theminto enbryo nojos."

Pyre stared down at the nutilated nmojo on the ground, already beginning to crawl with insects in

the growing light. "That' s—aeird."

"That's what / said," Telek agreed with a sigh. "But the nore | think about it the nore sense it

makes. This way the nojo relegates both the nourishment and protection of its young to another

i ndi vidual —an entirely different species, in fact—and therefore doesn't have to nmmke that

sacrifice itself."
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"But what incentive does the tarbine have to live until the enbryo kills it?" Pyre objected. "And

what about the training nost young have to receive fromtheir parents?”

Chri stopher's voice came on the circuit. "You' re thinking of the usual insectean pattern where one

species lays eggs in the body of another, which becones the |arvae's food when they hatch. But the

young nojo doesn't have to kill its host. If you look closely at the way the skin and nuscle are

arranged in the tarbine's back, it |ooks very much like the critical area could be split open and

resealed with a nini mum of damage and no real loss of flight capability."”

"Assum ng the nojo doesn't exceed a maxi num si ze," Tel ek added. "And as to post-natal instruction

the nojo's brain seens to have a | arger proportion of the high-neural-density 'primry

progranm ng' structure than earthstock or Aventinian animals |'ve studied. That's an assunption,

of course; Qasanan bi ocheni stry doesn't have to be strictly anal ogous to

ours— "And you fried part of the brain shooting the thing

down— Chri st opher put in.

"Shut up, Bil. Anyway, it |ooks very possibly like the nmojo young can sinply poke through the

tarbine's skin, fly its separate way and take up housekeepi ng

in the forest."

"Or on sonebody's shoul der," Pyre frowned as a sudden thought struck him "On sonebody's shoul der
the sane way the tarbines ride bololins?"

"So you noticed the sinmilarity, did you?" Christopher commented. "What nakes it even nore

intriguing is that the tarbines have the same organi c hypo organ

the nojos do."

"As do the bololins thenselves," Tel ek added, "though God only knows what species they use as

enbryo- hosts. Maybe each other; the top of the size chain has to do sonething different."
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" 'Big fleas have little fleas upon their backs to bite '"em " Pyre quoted the old saying.

" '—and little fleas have |l esser fleas, and so ad infinitum' " Telek finished for him "You're
the third person who's brought that up tonight. Starting with ne."

"Un Well ... the contact teamstill going sightseeing tonorrow?"

"Yes. | think I'Il clue themin on all this as soon as they wake up—~aybe Yuri will be able to
wor m out some nore information from Mff." Tel ek paused and Pyre could hear, faintly, the sound of
a jaw cracking yawn. "You'd better get under cover and get sonme sleep, Alnp," she said. "I think

under the circunstances you can skip that riverside fauna survey we tal ked about yesterday—'ve
got enough data to keep ne busy for quite a while."

"No argument," Pyre agreed. "I1'll call in when | wake up."

"Just be careful you're not seen. Good ni ght—er norning."

"Same to you." Shutting down the |laser comm Pyre spent a few nonents rearranging its canoufl age
and hiding his other equipnent. A dozen neters away was his shelter tree; tall and thick, its

| onest branches a good five nmeters above the ground. A servo-powered junp took himthe necessary
hei ght, and a few branches hi gher he reached his "shelter," a waterproof one-nan hamock bag sl ung
under a particularly strong branch and surrounded by a glued-stick cage sort of arrangenent. It
made Pyre feel a little strange to sleep inside such a barrier, but it was the sinplest way to
make sure no carnivore could sneak up on him no nmatter how quiet it was or how deeply asleep he
was.

Entering, he sealed the cage and worked hinself into the hamobck with a sigh. For a nminute he
considered setting his alarm ultimtely decided against it. If anything came up, the Dewdrop had
one- way
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communi cation with himvia his energency earphone, and if they were careful how they focused the
beam it was unlikely even a snooper set in the airport control tower could pick it up

The control tower. His drift toward sleep slowed as he remenbered the nen who'd charged out of
that dark and supposedly deserted building for bololin target practice. Certainly their presence
didn't nesh with the building's assunmed nmain function—no aircraft had so nuch as shown its nose
since the Dewdrop's arrival. But if they weren't in there to handl e planes, then what were they
doing there? Mnitoring the visitors' ship? Probably. Still, as long as they were just watching
they weren't likely to bother anyone.

G osing his eyes, Pyre put the image of silent watchers out of his nmind and slid into oblivion
Chapter 13

For the drive to the outer villages Mdf exchanged their usual open-air car for a snall enclosed
bus. The reason wasn't hard to figure out; barely a kiloneter out of Sollas the road began passing
in and out of the patches of forest that had been visible fromorbit. "Just a normal precaution,”
Mof f expl ai ned about their vehicle at one point. "Cars are rarely attacked, even by krisjaws, but
it does happen occasionally." Joshua shuddered a bit at the thought, wondering for the hundredth
ti me what had possessed Pyre to go out into the forest al one—and what had possessed Telek to |et
hi m go. The Dewdrop had been maddeni ngly uninformative on everything dealing with Pyre's nission
and Joshua, for one, found it unconfortably suspicious. He and Justin had discussed in sone |ength
the mystery behind Pyre's presence here during the trip from Aventi ne, though wi thout finding any
good answers. The possibility that Tel ek mi ght have brought Pyre along solely because his
political view made hi m expendabl e wasn't one that had occurred to Joshua before; but it was
occurring to himnow, and he didn't care for it at all

But for the nonent, at least, it was a lowpriority worry. Pyre had denonstrated his ability to

survive the Qasaman wilderness . .. and, besides, the biol og-
129
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i cal breakthrough he and Tel ek had nade | ast night was just too fascinating to ignore. Joshua's
schooling had included only a bare m ninmumof the life sciences, but even he could see how
radically different the Qasanan ecol ogy was from anyt hi ng known either in the Worlds or the
Domi ni on and coul d guess at sone of the inplications. The contact team hadn't had a safe chance to
di scuss it anong thensel ves yet, of course—as far as their hosts knew, they should have no inkling
of any of this. But Joshua could see the sane thoughts and specul ations in their eyes. Watching
the brightly colored folliage outside the bus, he waited inpatiently for Cerenkov to start the
gentl e probing Tel ek had suggest ed.

Cerenkov's grip on his curiosity was apparently stronger than Joshua's, however, and he waited
until the fifty-kilonmeter trip was nearly over before nudging the conversation in that direction
"I"ve noticed a fair sprinkling of smaller birds flying anong the trees," he said, gesturing
toward the wi ndow beside him "but nothing that seens to be the size of the mojo or its fenale
formof tarbine. Do they nest in trees in the wild, or do they raise their young in those quil
forests on the bol olins' backs?"

"There is no need of nests or the raising of young," Mff told him "A nmpjo's young are born with
all the necessary survival skills already present."

"Real | y? Doesn't the tarbine at |east have to nest |ong enough to hatch the eggs?"

"There are no eggs—ADj 0 young are born live. In this sense nost of the bird-1ike Qasaman creatures
are not true birds, by the old standards."

"Ah." Joshua coul d al nbst see Cerenkov casting about for a question that wouldn't reveal that he
knew Mof f was being deliberately msleading. "I'"'malso interested in the relationship between the
tarbines and bololins. Is the tarbine nerely a parasite, getting a free ride but not contributing
anyt hi ng?" "No, the relationship is nore equal than that. The
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tarbines often help defend their bololins against predator attack, and it's thought that they al so
hel p | ocate good grazing sites fromthe air."

"I thought the bololins liked to travel along magnetic field lines," Rynstadt put in. "Can they
just get off that path any tinme they want to go foragi ng?"

Mof f gave him an odd | ook. "OF course. They only use the magnetic lines as a guide to and fromthe
northern breedi ng areas. How did you deduce the mechani sn"

"The layout of Sollas was the major clue," Cerenkov

replied before Rynstadt could do so. "Those w de

avenues all point along the field lines, with no rea

provision for bololin herds going any other direction.
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I think Marck's question refers to the fact that when

the herd we saw was comi ng through the city the

vpeopl e stood just barely inside the cross streets, as if

| >t hey knew the bololins wouldn't stray even slightly

| .t>ff their path. One of those still aboard the ship had

“wonder ed whether they were actually constrained to

["follow their individual lines pretty closely."

$ "No, of course not." Mff's quizzical |ook was edg-

fiing toward suspicion. "Oherwi se many woul d crash

f into buildings instead of finding their way into the

AStreets. But how did your conpani on know where

| fthe peopl e were standi ng?"

Joshua' s heart skipped a beat. The Qasanans hadn't the slightest indication that they knew about

i mpl anted sensors, but he still abruptly felt as if eye in the bus had turned in his direction. It
p- ki cked hi m back to childhood, to all the tines is nother had easily penetrated his innocent
expression to find the guilt bubbling up beneath it—

But Cerenkov was already well on top of things. ''W told themabout it, of course," he said, his
tone .e of genuine puzzlement. "W described the whole ne while you were up there shooting. They
were terested in the odd nojo mating pattern, too—at t what | was able to tell them about it
seened
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odd to them Was there sone kind of ritual dance or pattern that | m ssed?"

"You seem excessively interested in the nojos,"” Mdff said, his dark eyes boring into Cerenkov's.
Cerenkov shrugged. "Wiy not? You nust admit your relationship with themis unique in human
history. | know of no other culture where people have had such uni versal protection—defensive
protection, | nmean, not just a w despread carrying of weapons. It's bound to have reduced every
formof aggression, fromsinple assault all the way to general warfare." Joshua frowned as that
fact suddenly hit him So busy had he been observing the details and nminutiae of Qasaman |ife that

he'd missed the larger patterns. But Cerenkov obviously hadn't ... and if he was right, perhaps
the Trofts had cause to worry after all. A human culture that had had the will power to break the
pattern of strong preying on weak woul d be | ong on cooperation and short on conpetition ... and a

potential threat to its neighbors no matter what its technol ogical |evel

Mof f was speaking again. "And you think our little nojos deserve the credit?" he asked, stroking
his bird s throat. "You give no credit to our peole and phil osophy?"

"Of course we do," Rynstadt said. "But there've been countless cultures throughout history who' ve
paid great lip service to the concepts of justice and freedom from fear w thout doi ng anyt hing
concrete for their citizens. You—and in particular the generation which first began tam ng the
noj os—have proved humanity is capable of truly practical idealism That achi evenent al one woul d
make contact between our worlds worthwhile, certainly fromour point of view " "Your world has
difficulties with war, then?" Mff's gaze shifted to Rynstadt,

"So far we've avoided that particular probleml1 Rynstadt answered cautiously. "But we have our
share

of normal human aggressions, and that occasionally causes trouble."

"I see." For a nonment they rode in silence, and then Mff shrugged. "Well, you'll see that we
aren't conpletely w thout aggression. The difference is that we've learned to direct our attention
outward, toward the dangers of the wild, instead of inward toward each other."

Dangerous i ndeed, Joshua thought; and even Ceren-kov's eyes seened troubled as conversation in the
bus drifted into silence.

A few mnutes later, they reached the village of Huriseem

Joshua coul d renmenber argunents aboard ship as to whether the rings around the villages were
actually walls; but at ground |level there was no doubt whatsoever. Made of huge stone or concrete
bl ocks, painted a dead bl ack, Huriseem s wall was a stark throwback to ancient Earth history and
the contin-: ua! regional warfare of those days. It seemed gratingly : out of place here,
especially after the discussion of | only a few m nutes earlier

j- Beside him York cleared his throat. "Only about Vihree neters high," he nuttered, "and no
crenels or £fire ports.”

Moff apparently heard him "As | said, there is no war here," he said—a bit tartly, Joshua
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thought. "The is to keep out bololins and the nore deadly >redators of the forests."

"Way not build along the same open lines as i”Sollas?" Cerenkov asked. "That works well enough
jfor the bololins, and I didn't see any predators getting in there.”

"Predators are rare in Sollas because there are |nmany people and there is a wide gap between city
and >rest. Here such an approach would clearly not work." So clear back the forest, Joshua

t hought. But per-ips that was nore trouble than a single village was rorth.

134
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The bus followed the encircling road to the southwest side of the village, where they found a

bl ack gate set into the wall. Clearly they were both expected and observed; the gate was already

opening as they cane within sight of it. The bus turned in, and Joshua gl anced back to see it

cl ose behind them The wall and the forest setting had sonehow | ed Joshua's subconsci ous to expect
a relatively primtive, thatched-hut scene, and he was vaguely di sappointed as he left the bus to

find the buildings, streets, and people as nodern as those they'd seen in Sollas. Three nen waited
off to the side, and as the last of the Qasanan escorts |left the bus they stepped forward. "Mayor

Ingliss,"” Mff nodded in greeting, "may | present to you the visitors from Aventine: Cerenkov,
Rynstadt, York, and Moreau."

Where Mayor Kinmmeron of Sollas had been al nbst cheerful, Ingliss was gravely polite. "I wel come
you to Huriseem" he said with a nod. "I understand you seek to learn about village life on
Qasama. To what end, nmay | inquire?"

So Qasaman suspicion isn't limted to the big cities. Sonehow, Joshua found that nore of a

di sappoi ntment than the | ack of thatched huts.

Cerenkov went into his by-now fam liar spiel about trade and cultural exchange, and Joshua all owed
his gaze to drift around the area. Huriseem seenmed to have none of the taller six-story-plus
buil di ngs of Sollas, and the colorful abstract wall paintings were al so absent, but otherw se the
village coul d have been a transplanted chunk of the larger city. Even the wall's presence was not
intrusive, and it took hima nonment to realize the structure's inside surface was painted with

ef fectively canmoufl agi ng pictures of buildings and forest scenes. So why is the outside painted
bl ack? he wondered—and with a flash of inspiration it hit him Black—the sane color as the tree
trunks. A charging bololin nmust see the village as a giant tree and therefore goes around it. And
that nmeant —

Reaching to his neck, he covered the pendant's translator mke. "lI've got it," he murnmured. "The
Sol l as street paintings nake the place | ook sort of Iike a clunp of forest—sanme colors and
everything. Keeps the bololins fromshying anay."

There was a | ong enough pause that he began to wonder if no one on the Dewdrop was nonitoring the

" circuit. Then Nnandi's voice cane in over the earphone. "Interesting. Weird, but entirely
possi bl e. Depends partly on how good the bololins' eyesight is, | suppose. Governor Telek's still
asleep, but |I'Il suggest this to her when she wakes up, see if she got any data on that |ast

ni ght."

"Fine," Joshua said, "but in the neantinme can you find any sociological rationale for wanting

those herds to cone tranpling through Sollas?"

"That does put into doubt Mff's assertion that they sinply can't keep the bololins out, doesn't
it?" Nnandi agreed thoughtfully. "I'Il work on it, but nothing conmes imediately to mind. Wit a
second—face left a bit, will you?"

Joshua obediently turned his head a few degrees in the requested direction. "Wat is it?"

"That red-bordered sign near the gate-haven't seen anything like it anywhere in Sollas. Let ne get
the visual translator going...."

Joshua held his head steady for a nonent to give

the tape a good inage, then turned back to face the

others. "Okay," Nnandi said after a nmonment. "It

says, 'Krisjaw hunts this nonth: the 8th and 22nd at

i Q' Today's the eighth, | think, if the nunbers we've

:*» Seen el sewhere are accurate. Wnder why they bot her

> to post a sign with the other commlines they have."

- "Maybe a village this small doesn't have the sane

wiring as Sollas does," Joshua suggested. It | ooked

?t like Cerenkov and the Qasanans had about finished

| the prelimnaries; Mayor Ingliss was gesturing toward

fe an open car of the sort they'd used in Sollas all week.
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"1"I'l try to find out,"” he added and let his hand fall to his side.

Its m ke open again, the translator cane back online. "—will be able to visit the farm ng areas
later," Ingliss was saying. "At the nonent nany of the workers are out hunting, so there would be
little to see.”

"I's that the krisjaw hunt?" Joshua spoke up. Ingliss focused on him "Yes, of course. Only
krisjaws and bol olins are worthy of mass hunts, and you woul d have heard a warning siren if a

bol olin herd were approaching."

"Yes, Mff has nentioned krisjaws once or tw ce,
danger ous, but we don't know anything nore."
"Dangerous?" Ingliss barked a |laugh. "I mensely so. Two neters or nore in length, half that from
paws to shoul der, with wavy teeth that can shred a nan in seconds. Savage hunters, they threaten
bot h our people and our |ivestock."

"Sounds a little like our spine |eopards,” Rynstadt comented grinly. "Native Aventinian predators
that we've been fighting ever since we | anded."

"I't wasn't always that way here," Ingliss said, shaking his head. "The old | egends say that
krisjaws used to be relatively peaceful, avoiding our first settlements and willing to share the
bololin herds with us. It was only later, perhaps as they realized we intended to stay, that they
began to turn on us."

"Or as they found out humans were good to eat,
gradual | y?"

I ngliss exchanged gl ances with Mff, who shrugged. "I don't know," the latter said. "Records of
those early years are spotty—the mal function that stranded us here ruined much of our electronic
recordi ng equi pment, and interimhistorical records did not always survive." Nnandi's voice
clicked in on the circuit. "Pursue
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this point, Yuri; everyone,
need to know that."

"The reason | asked," Cerenkov said, "was that if they really did 'realize' you were settling
here, they might be a sentient species."”

"Qur own biol ogists have studied that question," Mff said, "and they think that unlikely."

"They don't show any great ability to learn, for exanple,” Ingliss offered. "All the villages—and
sonme of the cities, too-hold periodic hunts in which often as nmany as fifty villagers and visitors
participate. Yet the krisjaws haven't learned to stay away fromcivilized areas."

The Iight dawned. "Ah-so that's why you post a krisjaw hunt notice by the gate," Joshua said. "So
anyone passing through will know about it, as well as just the l|ocal population.”

Ingliss nodded. "Yes. It's an opportunity to practice the human predator's own hunting skill, and
all who wish to come are wel cone. Krisjaw hides are also very prestigious, and nmany people find
the nmeat superior to that of bololins. If you'd arrived an hour sooner—but, no, you haven't got

nmoj os, of course. Nor weapons, | see."

"Sounds |ike you should be close to wiping the things out by now " York grunted.

"Actually, we are," Ingliss nodded, "at least in the inhabited regions of Qasama. | speak of them
as dangerous and numerous, but in fact a 50-man hunting group is fortunate to return with one or
two trophies. In the days when Huriseemwas first built a nman could stand atop the wall and shoot
one each hour."

"You're lucky any of you survived," York said.

Ingliss shrugged, a nore deliberate gesture than the Aventinian version. "As | said, we were
fairly well established before they began threatening us in earnest. And by then our adoption of
the mpj os as
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bodyguards was also well underway. Ironically enough, that programwas stinulated in |arge part by
concerns over the krisjaws."

"But that's enough about ancient history," Mff put in. "We have a linited anount of time; if you
wi sh to observe the village we'll need to begin at once."

For just a second Joshua thought he saw sonething odd in Mff s face. But then the Qasaman had
turned away toward the open car pulled up behind Ingliss and his conpani ons, and Joshua deci ded
he' d i magi ned the whol e thing.

Looki ng around curiously, he followed the others to the car

Cerenkov said. "l get the inpression they're

York suggested. "Did this happen all at once or

he said. "If the krisjaws are really showi ng signs of intelligence we
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It had been literally decades since Tel ek had pulled the kind of all-night Iab work she'd done the
previ ous ni ght—and never had she done it via the wal does of a renote analyzer. Clunping into the
Dewdr op' s | ounge around noon, she felt like a good conmputer sinulation of death. "Wat's

happeni ng?" she asked Nnandi, heading i mediately for the cahve di spenser in the corner

"What're you doing here?" he frowned up fromthe displays at her. "You' re supposed to be in bed
doi ng some REMs."

"I'"m supposed to be running a mission," she grow ed back, bringing her steam ng nug over and
dropping into the seat beside his. "I can sleep next year. Bil still down?"

"Yes. Left a call with the bridge for four o' clock."

And Chri stopher had done little except watch and nake occasi onal suggestions. Amazing how tiring
it can be to kibitz, she thought acidly, then put himfromher nmnd. "Is this the village Mff
proni sed us?"

"Yes; Huriseem The stately fellow screen left is Ingliss, the mayor. This seens to be their
versi on of the marketplace we sawin Sollas. Mnus the bololins."
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"Then the place is walled?"

"Solidly. And Joshua brought up an interesting point about Sollas's wild color schenme a while
ago."

Telek listened with half an ear as Nnandi described Joshua's idea about the cities seenm ng like
clunps of forest to the bololins, the remainder of her attention on the scent and taste of her
cahve and on the organized chaos on the displays. Wth the smaller narketplace of the village, she
realized for the first time that services as well as goods were on display. One booth seened to be
manned by a builder, with wood and brick sanples on a back table and what | ooked like a floor plan
on a conputer display screen set on the front counter. So why don't they do the whole thing via
comput er ? she wondered. They |ike the personal contact? Coul d be.

Nnandi finished his recitation and she shrugged. "Could very well be. 1'll check later and see if
the conputer can make an estimate of the bololinsl visual resolution. Sure seens stupid to help
the bol olins stanpede your city, though.”

"That's al nost exactly what Joshua said," Nnandi nodded. "Could there be sonething we're m ssing
here? About the bololins and people, | nean?"

"I don't think we've got the whole society figured out after a week here, no,
"What exactly did you have in m nd?"

"Well ..." He waved a hand vaguely. "1 don't know. Sone synbiotic relationship, |like the people
have with the npjos."

"I'd call the nojos nore pets than synbionts, myself, but given the bololin-tarbine arrangenent
the point is well taken." Telek frowned into space, trying to renenber all the fornms of synbiosis
that existed on the Wrlds. "About the only possibility |I can think of is that banging away at the
bololins helps drain off the city-dwellers' aggressions. Keeps them peaceful."

"Ch, their aggressions aren't drained off, just rerouted,” Nnandi snorted, gesturing toward the

di s-
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play. "You missed the bargaining session at a jewelry store half a block back. These guys woul d
put Troft businessnen to shane."

"Hrfm Probably a | ogical avenue to channel it into, given the npjo ban on fighting. That and
politics, maybe...."

She trailed off. "Something wong?' Nnandi asked. "I'mnot sure," she said, picking up the m ke
"Joshua, do a slow three-sixty, would you?"

The scenery shifted as Joshua conplied, pausing occasionally as he pretended to | ook at sonme booth
or other ... and by the time he'd conpleted his circle Telek's odd feeling had beconme a cold
certainty. "Mdff is mssing," she told Nnandi quietly.

"What ?" He frowned, hunching his chair closer to the display as if that would do hi many good.
"Come on, nowMbff doesn't even go to the bathroom unless the contact teamis off in some corner
where they won't get into anything."

"I know. Yuri; everyone—Mff's gone. Anyone know where he went or notice himleave?"

There was a short pause. Then, at the edge of the display, Telek saw Cerenkov raise a hand to his
pendant. "I hadn't even noticed, Governor," he said. "There're so nany peopl e around us here—*
"Whi ch nmay be precisely why he picked this place/' Telek cut himoff with a grunt. "Has he said or
done anyt hi ng unusual this norning? Anyone?"

There were four quick negatives. "All right. Everyone keep an eye out for him wthout being too
conspi cuous about it, and try to notice his expression when he shows up."

she said dryly.
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She turned off the nmike and sat glaring for a nmonent at the noisy market scene. "What do you think
it means?" Nnandi broke into her thoughts.

"Maybe nothing. | hope nothing. But | think I"mgoing to replay this norning's tapes, see if | can
spot anything in Mff's behavior nyself. Keep an eye on things; let ne know if anything happens."
Pi cki ng up
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her cahve, she stepped to an unused display in the corner and keyed for the proper records.
"Should we alert Alnp and the bridge?" Nnandi asked.

"The bridge, yes—but don't nmake too big a deal of it." She hesitated. "And Alnb ... no, let's not
bother himyet. There'll be plenty of tinme to talk to himwhen we've figured out what if anything
is going on."

"Ri ght."

Tel ek turned to her display. The senidarkness there was interrupted by a flickering light, the
Qasamans' version of a wake-up alarm Shifting one way and then the other, the picture changed as
Joshua roll ed over and then sat up. "Rise and glow, Marck," he said to Rynstadt in the other bed.
"Busy day comi ng

up; "

"So what's new about that?" the other returned in a sleepy voice.

Goping blindly for her cahve nug, Telek settled down to watch.

Chapter 14

The bl ue skies of Tacta were just a shade redder than those of Chata and Fuson had been, Jonny
thought idly as he paused fromhis contenplation of the bush forest that edged to within fifteen
meters of the Menssana's perineter. More dust in the upper atnosphere, the experts had decided,
probably spewed there by the dozens of active vol canos their pre-landing analysis had | ocated. A
potentially dangerous place to live, though that could probably be mninized by judicious choice
of homestead. The weat her and climate could be subject to rapid change, though, regardl ess of
where one settled. Al in all, he decided, a distinct fourth on their five-planet survey.

O in other words, Junca would be keeping its dead-I|ast spot.

Returning his gaze to the bushes, he found a large bird sitting on one of the thicker branches

| ooki ng back at him

H s first thought was disbelief that neither his enhanced vision nor hearing had detected its
approach; but hard on the heels of that canme the realization that the bird had probably been
sitting there quietly for as long as Jonny had been standing there, its protective coloring and
noti onl essness serving to hide it.
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"You're in luck," Jonny murmured in its direction. "lI'mnot in charge of collecting fauna

sanpl es. "

A footstep behind himmade himturn. It was Chrys, a vaguely sour | ook on her face. "Feel like
being a politician agai n?" she asked without preanble.

Jonny flicked a | ook past her at the bustling activity in the protected area between them and t he
ship. "Wiat's up?" he asked, focusing on her again.

She waved a hand in disgust. "The sanme fight they've been having since we hot-tailed it off Junca.
The scientists want to take the tine we didn't use there to go back for an additional | ook at
Kubha or Fuson."

"And Shepherd wants to just drop the two days we saved out of the schedul e and head back hone as
soon as we're done here," Jonny finished for her with an exasperated sigh. He was roundly sick of
t he whol e i ssue, especially when Shepherd's first refusal should have settled things |Iong ago. "So
what do you want ne to do?"

"/ don't want you to do anything," she returned. "But Rey seens to think you mght be able to
inject a few well-chosen words into the debate."

Put anot her way, Banyon wanted himto thunder the scientists back into their |abs. Jonny had no
doubts which side of the issue the Cobras supported—havi ng been saddled with both the defense of
the expedition and its hardest work, they were quite ready to head home as soon as possible. The
four who were still in sickbay with injuries fromthe mad scranble off Junca probably held triple
bat ches of that opinion.

And it would certainly be the easiest way to settle the debate. Jonny Mreau the Cobra, Governor
Eneritus, had nore physical and |l egal authority than anyone el se aboard, including Shepherd
hinsel f. He was opening his nmouth to give in when he took a good | ook at Chrys's expression
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It was angry. She was trying to hide the enotion, but Jonny knew her too well to be fooled. The
tensi on

144
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I ines around her eyes, the slight pinch to her nouth, the tight nuscles in cheeks and neck—anger
for sure. Anger and a smattering of frustration.

It was the sanme expression he'd seen on her far too often these past few years.

And with that sudden connection cane the truly proper response to the Messana's intranural

squabbles. "Wl |, Key and the others can just forget it," he told her. "If Shepherd' s too polite
to chew the scientists' ears off he can just put up with their yamrering. |'mon vacation out
here. "

Chrys's eyes widened nonmentarily; but even as a faint snmile flickered across her lips the tension
was | eaving her face and body. "I'll quote you exactly,"” he said.

"Do that. But first take a | ook here," he added as she started to turn back toward the encanpnent.
"I't looks like we're starting to attract the |ocal sightseers."

The bird was indeed still sitting quietly on its branch. "Odd," Chrys said, studying it through a
pair of folding binoculars. "That beak | ooks nore suited to a predator than to a seed or insect
eater. The feet, too."

Jonny bunped his optical enhancers up a notch. They did rather |ook |ike condorine talons, now
that she mentioned it. "Wat's odd about it? W' ve catal ogued birds and rodentoi ds here smal
enough for it to prey on."

"I know ... but why is it just sitting there? Why isn't it out hunting or sonething?"

Jonny frowned. Sitting notionlessly anmid the ow bushes ... as if afraid of losing what little
cover its position provided. "Maybe it's hurt/' he suggested slowy. "Or hiding froma |arger
predator."

They | ooked at each other, and he saw in }ier eyes that she was following the sane train of |ogic
and reaching the sane conclusion. And liking it no better than he did. "Like ... us?" she
eventual |y voi ced the common thought.

"I don't see anything else it could be afraid of," he admtted, giving the sky a quick sweep

"A ground ani mal =2 No. Anything the size of a cat could get it in those | ow bushes." Chrys's eyes
shifted to the bird. "But ... how could it know=2"

"It's intelligent."” Jonny didn't realize until he'd said the words just how strongly he was
starting to believe them "It recognizes we're tool-nakers and aliens and is being properly
cautious. O is waiting for us to comunicate."

" How?"
"Well ... maybe | should go over to it."

Chrys's grip on his armwas surprisingly strong. "You think that'd be safe?"

"l am a Cobra—+enenber?" he growed with tension of his own. Contact with the unknown ... his old

conbat training cane surging back. Rule One: Have a backup. Carefully, keeping the novenents
fluid, he pulled his field phone fromhis belt. "Dr. Hanford?" he said, naming the only zool ogi st
he knew to be close by, the only one he renmenbered seeing near the ship when Chrys cane up a few
m nut es ago.

"Hanford."

"Jonny Moreau. |I'mat the southeast part of the perineter. Get over here, quietly. And bring any
Cobras nearby with you."

"Cot it."

Jonny replaced the phone and waited. The bird waited too, but seenmed to be getting a little

restl ess. Though perhaps that was his inmagination

Hanford arrived a couple of minutes later, running with an awkward-| ooki ng waddl e that made for a
fair conmprom se between speed and stealth. Banyon and a Cobra naned Porris were with him "What is
it?" the zool ogi st stage-whispered, coming to a stop at Jonny's side.

Jonny nodded toward the bird. "Tell ne what you nake of that."

146

Ti not hy Zahn

COBRA STRI KE

147

"You nean the bushes—2"

"No, the bird there," Chrys said, pointing it out.

"The—2 Ah." Hanford got his own binoculars out. "Ah. Yes, we've seen others of the species. A ways
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at a di stance, though—+ don't think anyone's ever gotten this close to one before."

"They're rather skittish, then?" Jonny pronpted. "Normally, that is?"

"Un" Hanford grunted thoughtfully. "Yes. He does seem unusually brave, doesn't he?"

"Maybe he's staying put because he's afraid of us," Banyon said.

"I'f he's afraid then he should take off," Hanford shook his head.

"No, sir. We're too close to himfor that." Banyon pointed. "The instant he | eaves that bush he'l
be sil houetted agai nst the sky—and he'll be in nmotion. Either one would be nore than enough for
nmost predators. He's in lousy position where he is, but it's the best option he's got.

"Except that he's a bird and we're obviously not," Hanford said. "Once he's aloft he shouldn't
have anything to fear fromus."

"Unl ess, " Jonny suggested quietly, "he understands what weapons are."

There was a short silence. "No," Hanford said at last. "No, | can't believe that. Look at that
cranium size, for starters—there's just not enough roomin there for a nassive brain."

"Size isn't all-inmportant— Porris began

"But cell nunber is," Hanford shot back. "And Tactan cell sizes and biochemi stry are cl ose enough

to ours to nmake the conparison valid. No, he's not a sentient |ifeformhe' s just frozen with fear

and doesn't realize he can escape any tine he wants to."

" 'Ladybird, ladybird, fly away hone,' " Chrys nurnured.

"Yes, well, he's missed his chance now," Hanford said briskly. "Porris, you know where the flash

nets are stored?" He half-turned toward the Menssana—

And the bird shot off its perch

Chrys gasped with the suddenness of it, as beside her Banyon reflexively snapped his hands into

firing position. "Hold it!" Jonny barked to him "Let it go."

"What ?" Hanford yel ped. "Shoot it, nan—shoot it!"

But Banyon | owered his hands.

The bird went. Not straight up into the sky, as Jonny woul d have thought nost |ikely, but

hori zontally along the tops of the bushes. And ... zigzagging. Zigzagging like...

It disappeared beyond a gentle rise and Jonny turned to find Banyon's eyes on him "Evasive

maneuvers, " the other al nost whispered.

"Way didn't you shoot it?" Hanford barked, gripping Jonny's arm his other hand clenched into a

frustrated fist. "I gave you Cobras a direct order—

"Doctor," Jonny interjected, "the bird didn't nove until you suggested we try and capture it."

"I don't care. You shoul d—= Hanford stopped abruptly as it suddenly seened to penetrate. "You

mean— No. No. | don't believe it. How could it have known what we were saying? It couldn't have."

"Of course not." Banyon's voice was dark. "But it knew it had to leave; and it took a | ow, evasive

route when it did. The sort of pattern you' d use against eneny fire."

"And it waited until you, Doctor, had your back turned," Chrys added, shuddering. "The one who

gave the capture order. Jonny ... this sounds too nuch to be coincidence."

"Maybe they' ve seen tool -rmakers before,” Jonny said slowy. "Maybe the Trofts | anded when they

were surveying the area. That way they coul d know about weapons.”

"They could all be part of a hive mind, perhaps,"” Porris suggested suddenly. "Each individua

woul dn't have to be independently intelligent that way."

"The hive nind theory's been in disrepute for twenty
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years," Hanford said. But he didn't sound all that confident. "And anyway, that doesn't explain

how t hey knew our |anguage well enough to realize | was sending you for a flash net."

Abruptly, Jonny realized he was still staring at the spot where the bird had vani shed. He | ooked

around qui ckly; but no vast clouds of attacking birds were sweeping down fromthe sky, as he'd

hal f expected. Only occasional and far-di stant specks marred the red-tinged blue. Still ... "I

think it might be a good idea to get everything packed up early,"” he said to the others. "Be ready

to leave at a nonment's notice if ... it becomes necessary."

Hanford | ooked as if he would object, seenmed to think better of it, and turned to Banyon instead

"Whuld it be possible to get a couple of Cobras to come on a hunting run with me? I want one of

those birds—alive if possible, but 1'mno |onger that fussy."

"I''l'l see what | can do," Banyon said grimy. "I think finding out nore about them would be an

excel lent idea."

In the end, Captain Shepherd accepted all the recommendati ons put before him The quick-lift

preparati ons were nmade, the perinmeter Cobra guard was doubl ed, and the scientists shifted into an

al nost frantic high speed. Two separate hunting parties failed to nake so nuch as visual contact

with any of the nmysterious birds. The facts, the speculations, and the runors circulated wi dely
and the Menssana lifted a full twelve hours ahead of schedule. For once, there were no

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Timothy%20Zahn%20-%20Cobra%20StrikeUC.txt (56 of 131) [2/1/2004 3:36:33 PM]



file:///D}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Timothy %202 ahn%620-%20Cobra%s20StrikeUC.txt

conpl ai nts.

Chapter 15

They spent a great deal of tinme wandering around the Huri seem marketpl ace—nore tinme, York thought,
than they'd spent at any other single place during their entire Qasaman tour—and he breathed a
private sigh of relief when the end was finally in sight. The presence of so nany nojos virtually
eye to eye with hi mwas sonething he found particularly unnerving, and Mffs conti nued absence
wasn't helping a bit. He wondered how Mayor Ingliss would explain the latter, sonething he would
have no choice but to do as soon as they left the marketplace nob. Alone with their escort, the
team woul d have to "notice" that Mff was m ssing, and Ingliss would then have to spin sone story.
York didn't want to hear it. It would be a packet of lies; wrse yet, a packet of obvious |ies.
Moff's exit had been too snooth, the tining of it too well chosen, to have been acci dental
Clearly, the team hadn't been intended to miss himat all. York's gut instincts told himthat
having to adnmit Mff had been away woul d be al nbst as bad in the Qasaman's minds as actually
telling where and why he'd gone. The nore York saw of the Qasamans—the nore he listened to Mff's
evasi ve answers to their questions, the nore he saw of what they were and were not bei ng shown—
149
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through all of that the descriptions overcautious and suspicious were gradually giving way to the
word paranoi d. Whether their history had given thema right to be that way was irrel evant; what
mattered at the nonent was that York had seen paranoid nminds at work before, and he knew how t hey
wor ked. The sinple fact of Mff's absence gave himnot a single byte of useful infornmation, but
the Qasamans ni ght not recogni ze that. They were just as likely to assune that their entire

pl ot —er plan, or schene, or damm surprise party, for all he knewhad been totally conpronised, and
that they would have to spring things prematurely.

York didn't want that. If Mff were planni ng somethi ng—anyt hi ng—+t would be safer for all involved
if it went off snoothly and on schedule. Damm it, Mff, get back here, he thought furiously into
the air. Get back here and keep your illusion that you're in control

So engrossed was he in watching surreptitiously for Mdff that he conpletely mssed whatever it was
that started the fight.

H's first rude notice, in fact, was a sudden grip on his shoul der by one of Mff's assistants,
haul i ng himup short at the very edge of a ring of people that had formed just past the

mar ket pl ace boundary. The open area so encircled was perhaps twenty neters w de; inside, barely
five meters apart, two nmen w thout nojos faced each other. Their expressions were just short of
nmur der ous.

"What's goi ng on?" York asked the Qasaman still holding his arm

It was Ingliss, two people down the circle, who answered. "A duel," he said. "Insult has been
made; chal l enge offered and accepted.”

York's nouth went dry as his eyes found first the opponents' belted pistols and then the two
hundred or nore people gathered to watch. Surely they wouldn't start shooting here—
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A man with a bl ue-and-silver headband appeared hal fway around the circle and stepped to the two
men. From a | arge shoul der pouch he took a thirty-centineter rattan-like stick and a set of two
smal | balls connected together by fifty centimeters of mlky-white cord. Handing the stick and
balls to one of the conmbatants, he went to the other man and gave hima second set fromthe bag.
He stepped back to the edge of the circle, raised his right hand, and then brought it down in a
choppi ng noti on—

And the conbatant to York's right, who' d been swinging the balls lazily over his head by their
cord, abruptly hurled themat his opponent.

Hurled themwell, too, with power and accuracy. But the other was ready. Holding his stick
vertically in front of him he deftly caught the spinning projectile onit, letting the balls wap
thensel ves up. An instant later his own set of balls were whirling back toward the first nman, who
simlarly caught themon his stick. A nonentary pause for each to disentangle his opponent's

capt ured weapon and they were ready to begin again.

"What's goi ng on?" York whispered again.

"A duel, as | said," Ingliss nurnmured back. "Each man takes turns casting his curse ball bola at
the other until both weapons have been |l ost to the crowd or one opponent has conceded. The curse
balls will |eave inpressive bruises, but seldomdo nore physical damage."

"Lost to the crowd?"
"I'f a throw goes wide or is otherwi se not caught, the observers will not return it. Two such
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m sses, clearly, and the duel nust end."
"What keeps one of them from charging his opponent between throws and beating his brains out?"

"The sane thing that keeps themfromusing their guns,” Ingliss replied calmy. "Their npjos—there
and there." He pointed to two of the spectators, each of whom had an extra bird on his shoul der
152 Ti nmot hy Zahn

York frowned. "You nean they guard against all attacks, even unarmed ones? | thought they only
reacted to the drawi ng of guns."

"Ch, of course they can't defend against alt attacks," the mayor shrugged. "You could hit nme now,
suddenly, before ny mojo could stop you. Though it would keep you fromcontinuing the attack." He
nodded to the duelists, now beginning to show sweat sheens fromtheir efforts. "But they are so
obviously fighting that their nojos will keep them apart."

"I see." York thought about the inplications of that for the Cobras, should they eventually need
to go into action. Wuld the npjos recogni ze themas the source of the lethal |aser flashes in a
battl e? There was no way to know. "At |east," he comented out |oud, "that explains why no one's
tried to come up with a gun or weapon the npjos wouldn't recognize as such. You' d get one free
shot at your target, but that's about all."

"You Aventinians seemto think a great deal in terns of interpersonal conflict," Ingliss said in a
voi ce that seened oddly tight. "Your planet must be a frightening one to live on. Perhaps if you

had moj os of your own.... At any rate, you're correct about alternative weapons. In the early days
of nmoj o donestication many people tried naking them with the result you' ve already deduced." "Uh-

huh, " York nodded and settled down to watch. It seened to take a long tinme, but in actual fact the
duel was over in just a few mnutes, York couldn't tell offhand what it solved; but as the crowd
closed in on the fighters, separating them as secondary nmasses of seem ngly happy well-w shers and
friends fornmed around each, he decided that they all considered it to have been worthwhile. Mybe
Nnandi coul d sort out the sociol ogy and psychol ogy of it aboard ship; for York, it was a | ow
priority worry indeed. d ancing around through the dispersing crowd, he
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| ocated the islands of stability that were the rest of the contact team Mayor Ingliss and the
escorts—

And Mbff.

York blinked, trying hard to keep any hint of surprise or chagrin out of his face. Despite his
best efforts, the Qasaman had slipped back into the group unnoticed, just as he'd left it. It
suddenly nade the duel's timng suspicious ... and if the duel was a sfake it automatically raised
the i nmportance of Mdff's secret errand; raised it unconfortably high. Throw ng together such a
diversion required either a |lot of people ready on a nonent's notice, or else a snaller group
capabl e of fooling the locals as well as the Aventinian visitors. Either one inplied a great deal
of effort and—perhaps—a fair anmount of advance pl anning.

Were the Qasamans on to then? And if so, for how | ong?

"I"msorry you had to see that,"” Mff said as the team and escort drew back together. "It's a form
of aggression we've been unable to elimnate conpletely."

"It seens pretty mld conpared to some |'ve seen," Cerenkov assured him Neither he nor the others
showed any reaction to Mdff's reappearance, and York quietly let out the breath he'd been hol di ng.
"It's still more than a truly civilized society should have," Mff said stiffly. "Qur strength of
will should be turned outward, toward the conquering of this world."

"And beyond?" Rynstadt nurnured.

Moff | ooked at him an intense ook on his face. "The stars are mankind's future," he said. "W
won't always be confined to this one world."

“Manki nd will never be confined again," Cerenkov agreed solemmly. "Tell ne, does this sort of duel
happen very often? The whoever it was with the headband seermed to be right on top of things."
"Each village and city has one or nore judges, depending on its popul ation,” Mff said. "They have
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many ot her duties besides overseeing duels. But cone—we have a great many nore places to visit
here. Mayor Ingliss has yet to show you the | ocal government center, and we should al so have tine
to see a typical residential neighborhood before the krisjaw hunters return. At that point we'l]l
be able to visit the farming areas."

Cerenkov smiled. "Point taken, Mff-we do have a busy schedule. Please, |ead on,"

They turned a corner and headed for the cars Ingliss's people had driven around the narketpl ace
area for them and York decided to be cautiously optimstic. Sticking to the tour at this point
meant Moff believed his absence hadn't been noticed. Wich neant whatever the Qasanmans had pl anned
woul d be going off on their original schedule.
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Abruptly, he was aware of the gentle pressure of the calculator watch on his wist, and of the
simlar feel of the star sapphire on his hand. Together with his pen, they were the sections of
his palmmate ... a weapon neither the Qasanans nor the npjos had ever seen before. One free shot,
the words echoed in his brain. One free shot before the nbjos can stop ne. I'd damm well better
make that shot count.

It happened as they were driving back toward Sollas that evening, and their first warning was the
sudden burst of static that replaced the humof the Dewdrop' %radio link. At the front of the bus
Mof f stood up, steadying hinself with his left hand. In his right hand was his pistol

"You are under confinenment," a voice boormed fromthe nan sitting beside him-er, rather, fromthe
phone-si zed box in the Qasanan's hand. "You are suspected of spying on the people of Qasana. You
wi Il make no aggressive nove until the final destination is reached. If you di sobey your ship will
be destroyed."

"What ?" Cerenkov barked, his voice a blend of
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shock, bewi |l dernent, and outrage. "Wat's all this about?"

But there was no sound fromhis translator pendant and the words fell on effectively deaf ears.
"Mff—- Cerenkov began, half rising

"Don't bother," Rynstadt advised quietly. "That's just a recorder, not a translator. We'll have to
wait until we get back to Sollas to clear this up."

Cerenkov opened his nouth, apparently thought better of it, and dropped back into his seat. Mff's
gun hadn't so nuch as tw tched, York noted unconfortably. A steady nan, with nerves not easily
rattl ed—whi ch severely limted the range of ploys that could be used against him And his npjo

Hi s nbjo hadn't so much as squawked at the sight of his owner with a gun drawn on another hunan
bei ng. None of the birds had. For whatever reason—appearance, odor, speech—the Aventini ans
apparently had been exenpted fromthe automatic protection the nojos gave their Qasaman nasters.
York had al nbst dared to hope that any Qasaman action agai nst the team woul d be at | east hindered
a bit by the npjos' presence. But that was obviously not going to happen.

Across the aisle, Joshua shifted in his seat. "They nmust have one gantua of a conputer capability
to get even that nuch of a translation this fast," he nuttered.

"They presumably have been recording both our words and their translation, though," Rynstadt

poi nted out. He seened rel axed, al nost unconcerned, and for a nonent York stared at himin utter

i nconprehension. Didn't the idiot realize just how nuch trouble they were in? This isn't sone
ganme, the snarl welled up in his throat. These people are serious, and they're scared.

He choked the words down unsaid. OF course Rynstadt wasn't worried—weren't there four Cobras
aboard the Dewdrop ready to burst out and rescue themin a blaze of laser fire?
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Except it wasn't going to be that easy; and if none of the others realized that York certainly
did. sShifting his gaze to the wi ndow, he studied the darkening sky and the even darker forest
flanking the road. Moffs tined this well, he thought, a touch of professional respect adding
counterpoint to the pounding of his heart. Far fromthe Dewdrop, in dangerous and unfamliar
territory with night coming on, only a lunatic would attenpt an escape. The sun glinted through a
gap in the trees, and he realized suddenly that sonetine in the past few nmnutes they'd turned to
t he sout hwest, off of the direct east-west route between Huriseem and Sollas. South, to the next
city in the chain? Probably. Keep the hostages away fromthe tenptation of a rescue, while to the
potential rescuers thenselves you did ... what? Wiat did the Qasamans intend to do to the Dewdrop?
He | ooked at Joshua, saw his own fears and uncertainties reflected in the younger man's taut face.
Son of a Cobra, brother of a Cobra, he understood far better than Rynstadt the limts of the
Dewdr op' s

def enses.

A neasure of fear prepares the body; panic paralyzes it, his old Marine instructor's favorite
aphori sm echoed t hrough York's mind. Consciously slow ng his breathing, he blocked the panic and
let the fear remain. Wen the opportunity canme, he would have to be ready.

The announcenent that briefly penetrated the roar of static in the Dewdrop's | ounge was short and
excruciatingly to the point: "You are suspected of spying on the people of Qasana. You will make
no aggressive nove or try to escape. |If you disobey you will be

destroyed. "
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The static resuned at full intensity, and Christopher spat sonething bl asphenpbus. "How the hel
did they figure it out—="

"Shut up!" Tel ek snapped, her own heart a painfu

thudding in her ears. It had happened—her worst ni ghtnmare—and she'd failed to get the team out
before the hamer fell. She'd failed. Ch, God. What am | going to do—=2

A voice fromthe intercomcut into her thoughts. "Governor, |'m picking up notion and hot-spots on
top of the airfield tower," Captain F ahl said. "No clear view of any weapons or people yet; they
may have something like nortars or |ob-rockets that'll avoid |ine-of-sight exposure.”

Wth a wench Tel ek shoved the rising panic out of her way. "I understand, Captain. Can our |asers

take down the entire tower?"

"Probably not—and | wouldn't even want to try until we'd gotten everyone we could back on board."
"I wasn't suggesting we start now," she said icily. So F ahl was already preparing hinself to
accept team casualties. Wll, she was damed if she was going to give up that easily. "Anything on
the conputer screening? Joshua's split-frequency signal is supposed to be jam proof by ordi nary—=
Wthout warning, the field of snow on the displays abruptly cleared, and they were back in the
Qasanan bus.

Tel ek | eaned forward, hands tightening painfully ... but the carnage she'd hal f expected wasn't
there. The scene was al nbst exactly as it had been when the signal had been cut off a scant few
m nutes ago ... except that Mff was sitting facing the Aventinians with his gun drawn.

Tel ek groped for the mike. "Joshua, let me see the rest of the team" she call ed.
The scene remai ned unchanged. "He can't hear you," Christopher murmured. "W can clean up the
signal at this end, but there's no conputer equipnent out there to do the sane.™

"Great," Telek gritted. "Wiich neans we can't contact Alnp, either. Damm it all." She stared at

t he di splay another monent, then turned to the two nen
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standing quietly just inside the |ounge door. "Well, gentlenen, it |ooks very nuch |ike your paid

vacation is over. Suggestions?”

M chael Wnward gestured toward one of the displays showi ng the nearby forest. "The Qasanans
presumably don't know Alnmp's out there, which is theoretically an advantage for our side. But if
we can't tell himwhat's going on the advantage is pretty usel ess. Sonehow, we've got to get his
attention so that he'll set up the conmlaser."

"In other words, you think you should try and sneak out to him" Tel ek hesitated, shook her head
"No. Too risky. Even if we could cone up with a diversion for you you' d probably be spotted before
you could get to cover. Let's see if we can wait until the usual check-in tine."

The ot her Cobra, Dorjay Link, glanced at Wnward and shook his head minutely. "The Qasanmans may be
novi ng. peopl e and weapons into the forest to cover the Dewdrop fromthat side," he told Tel ek
"Alno could come down fromhis nest right into the niddle of them"

"He'd hear or see them though, woul dn't he?" Nnandi spoke up

"Cobras are human, too," Wnward said tartly. "And if he doesn't even wake up until they're in
position they won't be maki ng much noi se. ™

Tel ek stared at the forest display. |I'mout of ny depth, she admitted to herself. W' ve gone to a
mlitary situation wthout a scrap of warni ng—

No. They had had their warning; and that was what really hurt. The purpose of Mff's nysterious

di sappearance a few hours ago was now clear: he'd been setting up this operation, coordinating
things via the still unknown, triple-damed | ong-range comuni cati on system of theirs. In which
case—The soldiers and guns are probably already in place out there," she said out |loud. "The only
way to wake Al no up and sinultaneously |et himknow there's

COBRA STRI KE

159

trouble ..." She stopped and | ooked back at the two Cobras.

W nwar d nodded—udnder st andi ng or agreenent, she didn't know which. "A quick sortie. GQunfire and al
that. Let nme get into ny canouflage suit—be back in a mnute. Dorjay, start |ooking for ny best
approach, wll you?"

"Sure," Link said as Wnward vani shed out the |ounge door. "Any chance. CGovernor, that we can wait
until full dark?"

"No," Christopher spoke up before Tel ek could say anything. "CGovernor, we've got a new probl emthe
contact teanml s not being brought back to Sollas.”

"Dam. " Tel ek stepped to his side, |ooked at the display that was now showi ng an aerial photo of
the area between Sollas and Huri seem "How do you know?"

"Joshua's been | ooking around a little—+ saw the sun out of the side wi ndow. Looks to nme like
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they're taking this road— he traced it with a finger—=down to the next city sout hwest of here."
Tel ek checked the scale. "Damm. C osest approach doesn't get themunder twenty kil oneters fromthe
Dewdr op. Where's the next connecting road?—eh, there it is. Three kil onmeters past that point. Any
i dea where on the road they are?"

Chri st opher spread his hands hel pl essly. "The range finder doesn't seemto work when the
computer's nmucking with the signal like this. About all | can do is estimate their speed and
extrapol ate from Huri seem Looks |ike they're about here, maybe fifteen or twenty mnutes from
that crossroads."

Tel ek | ooked over at Justin, inmobile on his coach. If she'd just |et himreplace his brother as
they'd planned ... but, no, she'd wanted to have her damed w ndow to the world. "W ve got to
intercept that car," she said to the roomin general. "Either free the teamoutright or try to
repl ace Joshua. Sonehow. "

"Wth Mff on the alert | sonehow doubt the latter
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option's open," Link said fromin front of the display he' d appropriated from Nnandi .

"I know." Telek gritted her teeth, then turned toward the intercom "Captain, | want a pul se-laser
message to the Troft backup ships right away. Tell themto get in here as fast as they can.”

"Yes, CGovernor."

And it'll do no good at all. She knew it, and everyone aboard knew it. The Troft ships were too
far away even to nake orbit before dawn. The Dewdrop was on her own.

VWhi ch neant that Wnward would have to nake his suicide sortie in a fewmnutes ... and Alno stil
had an even chance of getting caught before he knew what was happening ... and it was all futility
anyway, because there was no way a Cobra or even two could anmbush that bus without killing or
injuring everyone aboard in the ensuing firefight,

The i nescapabl e conclusion was that it would be better to lift off now, hoping the Dewdrop woul d
have the necessary speed to escape the Qasanmans' shells or rockets.

To cut their losses. And if that was to be the decision, it had to be nade before Wnward went
outside to sacrifice his life. Wiich neant within the next ninety seconds.

A no-win situation ... and even as she wondered what she was going to do, there was a slight
nmovenent in the forest far to the south of them and an invisible |aser beam|lanced out, catching
the Dew drop squarely in the nose.

Chapter 16

For a long nonment Pyre lay quietly in his hammock bag, wondering what had awakened him The | eve
of sunlight filtering through the trees indicated sundown was approaching. He'd slept the whole
day away, he realized, guilt twinging at him Probably woke up sinply because his body had had al
the rest it needed; he nust have been a lot nore tired than he'd thought.

He was just starting to pull his arms out of the bag when he heard the muffled cough.

He froze, notching his auditory enhancers to full power. The normal rustlings of the forest roared
in his ears ... the normal rustlings, and the fainter sound of quiet human voices. Ten or nore of
them at the |east.

Hunting party? was his first, hopeful thought. But he heard no footsteps acconpanying the voices,
just the occasional sounds of soneone easing fromone position to another. Even stal king hunters
noved around nore ... which inplied that his unexpected guests were less akin to hunters than to
fi shernen.

And there were only two fish out here worth such a concerted effort, at |east as far as he knew

t he Dewdrop and hinsel f.

Damm.
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Slowmy, noving with infinite care and silence, he began disentangling hinself fromthe hammobck bag
and the defense cage. If they were |l ooking for himthe activity could well be a nmi stake; but

whet her it brought them down on himor not, he had no intention of getting caught wapped up |ike
yesterday's |l eftovers. The cage creaked |i ke a tacnuke expl osion as he opened it, but no one
seened to notice, and a mnute |ater he was standi ng above the hamock bag with his back pressed
agai nst the tree trunk.

And the prey was now ready to becone the hunter. The voices had come fromthe strip of forest
between himand the Dewdrop', noving to the far side of the trunk he started down, pausing at each
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branch to |l ook and listen

He reached the ground wi thout seeing any of the hidden Qasamans, but further noises had given him
a better idea of their arrangenment and he wasn't surprised to have avoided drawing fire. They
seenmed to be paralleling the edge of the forest nearest the Dewdrop, their attention and weaponry
al nrost certainly focused on the ship. And to have been set up now, an entire week after the

I andi ng, inplied sonething had gone wong. Wether the contact team had gunfricked up or the
exagger ated Qasaman paranoia had finally asserted itself hardly mattered at this point. Wat

matt ered—

VWhat mattered was that Joshua Moreau was out there in the middle of it. And if he'd been killed
whil e Pyre oversl ept—

The Cobra bit down hard on the inside of his cheek. Stop it\ he snarled. Settle down and think

i nstead of panicking. The fact that the Qasamans had not yet openly attacked the Dewdrop inplied
they were still in the planning stages here ... and if so, then chances were Joshua and the others
were still okay. Myving against the contact teamwould tip off the Dewdrop, and the Qasamans were
surely smart enough to avoid doing that.

And with the ship and Cerenkov both unaware that anything was wong, it was all up to Pyre now.
He didn't have a |l ot of options. H s energency earphone was a one-way device, with no provision
for talking to the ship. H's conmlaser was wel | hidden and probably undi scovered, but if the
Qasanan cordon line wasn't sitting on top of it they weren't for off. Take out the whole bunch of
then? Ri sky, possibly suicidal, and alnost certain to run the tiner to zero right there and then.
But if the nenbers of the cordon weren't in actual visual contact with each other, it mght be
possible to quietly take out the one or two closest to his laser without alerting all the others.
Grab the laser, back off to sonewhere safe—the top of a tree, if necessary—and call the ship.
Toget her they might be able to figure out a way to snatch the contact team fromunder Mff's nose.
M ndful of the crunchy forest mat underfoot, Pyre set off cautiously toward the | aser's hiding

pl ace, trying to watch all directions at once. He was, he estimated, only five neters fromhis
goal when a sudden roar erupted from beside him

He was hal fway through his sideways | eap before his brain caught up with his refl exes and
identified the sound: his energency earphone was screaming with static. He twisted it out and
thumbed it off in a single notion, and as the echo of it bounced for another second around his
head he realized with a sinking feeling that he was too late. Static at that intensity could nean
only that the Qasanans were attenpting to jamall radio comunications in the area. They were
maki ng their nove—

"Gft" a voice hissed.

Pyre froze, his eyes shifting between the two Qasanans crouched facing himfrom hal f-conceal ed
positions. The pistols pointed his way seened | arger than those he'd seen others wearing; the
mojos with their wings poised for flight were certainly nore alert.
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One of the men nuttered sonething to his conpanion and stepped toward Pyre, gun steady on the
Cobra's chest.

There was no tinme to consider the full inplications of his actions, no consideration beyond
getting out of this without bringing the rest of the troops down on him Cearly, his captors
still hoped to keep their presence secret fromthe Dewdrop; just as clearly, they' d | ose that

pref erence once he nade his own nove. Hs first attack would have to be fast and cl ean

Pyre had never killed a human being before. H's closest brush with such a thing had been on that
awf ul day | ong ago when Jonny Mdreau and a nan apparently returned fromthe dead shot down Chal -
linor's fledgling Cobra warlords in two or three seconds of the nost terrifying display of |aser
fire he'd ever seen, then or since. For a teenaged boy on a struggling colony world such a

sl aughter had been the stuff of nightnares—particularly as the know edge of his own early support
of Challinor carried with it a small but |eaden piece of the responsibility for the deaths. The

| ast thing he wanted to do was to add nore deaths to that weight between his shoul ders.

But he had no choice. None at all. Hi s sonic weapons could stun nen at this range, but not for

| ong enough ... and the necessary frequencies were unlikely to be effective on the two nojos. All
of them had to be silenced before any of them-hunman or npjo—eoul d screech out a warning.

The | eading man was barely two neters away now, properly staying out of his partner's |line of
fire. Four instants of eye contact to give his nanoconputer its targets; the gentle pressure of
tongue agai nst the roof of his nouth to key automatic fire control ... and as the Qasanman opened
his nmouth to speak Pyre fired.

Hs little fingers spat |laser bursts, arns and wists shifting in response to the conputer-
directed servos

COBRA STRI KE
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within them Like all his Cobra reflexes, this one was incredibly fast, and it was all over al npst
bef ore he had a chance to wi nce.

That wasn't so hard, he thought, dropping to a crouch as he waited to see if the quiet crash of

falling bodies would draw attention. Not too hard at all. And his eyes strayed to the corpse which
had | anded al nost beside himand the head where the | aser burn woul d be, though the undergrowh
was hiding it, and the npojo who had died so quickly its talons still gripped its epaul et perch

and he began to trenble violently and tried hard not to throw up.
He waited for nearly half a mnute, until the worst
of the nuscle spasns had subsided and the taste of
bile had left his nouth, before resum ng his cautious
move forward. Wth no buzzing earphone to startle
,; himthis time, he made it the rest of the way to his
$-, laser without attracting attention. Once, as he was
% pul ling the device from conceal nent, he saw anot her
fi Qasaman; but the other was | ooking anot her way
and Pyre was able to conplete his task w thout being

f spotted.

fAj-- Mving deeper into the forest, he headed south, f- hoping the Qasamans hadn't lined the
whol e damed ".f': forest with soldiers. If they had, he might have to ;,:-clinb a tree to contact
the ship, after all. «J But their exaggerated caution hadn't carried themf." to quite that

length. A hundred nmeters fromhis la-;%er's hiding place the silent cordon |ine ended; Pyre
js*vent another fifty and then pushed his way cau-s™tiously to the edge. A convenient bush all owed
himto get a clear shot at the Dewdrop's nose wi thout exposing hinself to direct view of the
airfield control tower. Flat on his stomach, he set up the laser as ickly as he could and ained it
toward where he /thought the bow sensor cluster was |ocated. Crossing

'his fingers, he flipped it on. "Pyre here," he murnmured into the m ke. "Conme in; anyone." There
was no response. He waited a few seconds,
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then shifted his aimfractionally and tried again. Still nothing. My God—have they sonehow t aken
everyone out already? He searched the hull for signs of damage. Gas, perhaps, or sonics that could
have penetrated w thout harnming the ship itself? The taste of fear starting to well up into his
throat, he again adjusted his ai m—

"—n, Alnpo; are you there? A/ np?"

Pyre's body sagged with relief. "I'mhere, Governor. Phew | thought something had happened to all
of you."
"Yeah, well, it's about to," Telek said grinmy. "Sonehow they've tunbled to the fact that we're a

spy mission, and it's probably a tossup as to whether they try and board us or take the safer way
out and just blow us up.”

"Any word fromthe contact tean?" Pyre asked, forcing his voice to renmin steady.

"Moff still has themon the bus, and so far they seem okay. They're being taken somewhere besi des
Sol las, though, probably the next city down. W were hoping you' d have a chance of intercepting
them before they got too far away, assum ng we could contact you in tine."

" And?"

Tel ek hesitated. "Well ... we estimate the bus will be passing the main road headi ng south from
Sollas in ten or fifteen mnutes. But that's twenty-plus kiloneters fromus—

"How many Qasamans aboard?" he cut her off harshly.

"The usual six-nman escort,"” she told him "Plus their npojos. But even if you could get there in
time | don't know how you' d get them out safely.”

"Il find a way. Just don't lift until | get back here with them... or until it's clear |I'm not
going to nake it back at all."

He broke the connection without waiting to hear her reply and began craw i ng backwards fromhis
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conceal i ng bush toward the protection of the forest, |leaving the conm | aser deployed for possible
future use. Twenty kiloneters in ten nminutes. Hopel ess even if he'd had clean ground to run on
instead of a forest ... but maybe the Qasamans woul d outsmart thenselves on this one. Six guards
in an ordinary bus was a fairly | oose setup, even with the npojos and agai nst four unarned
prisoners. In their place Pyre would transfer the Aventinians to a safer vehicle at the first
opportunity ... and to his way of thinking the crossroads to the south would be the ideal spot for
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such a swi tch.

And if his guess proved correct the whole party would be there for a few extra mnutes. Long
enough, perhaps, for Pyre to get there too.

At which point he'd have to face not only the busload of Qasamans but al so whatever troops they'd
assenbl ed for the transfer. But there was nothing he could do about that. It was tinme for Al np
Pyre, Cobra, to become what his inplanted equi pnent had al ways intended himto be. Not a hunter
spy, nor even a killer of Aventinian spine |eopards.

But a warrior.

Setting off at the fastest run the forest permtted, he headed south. It was all up to hi mnow.

It was all up to himnow.

York took a quiet breath, using his Marine biofeed-back techniques to relax his nuscles and nerves
and to prepare himfor action. To the right and slightly ahead he could see the buildings of
Sol | as sil houetted agai nst the darkening sky, and if he remenbered the aerial maps correctly they
were now about as close to the city as this road got. It was tinme to make his attenpt ... and to
find out just how deadly these npjos were.

Hs pen and ring were already resting casually in his left hand. Easing his cal cul ator-watch off
his left wist, he fit the pen through its band, naking sure
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the contacts were wedged solidly together. The ring slid onto the pen's clip to its ow slot, and
the pal mmate was ready. The arm ng sequence was three keystrokes on the cal cul ator

W appi ng the watchband into position around his right palm he raised his hand over the back of
the seat in front of him Mff had given up his guard duty to one of the others a few kiloneters
back, but the Qasaman's attention was on Rynstadt and Joshua at the nonment. / get one free shot,
York remnmi nded hinself distantly; and bringing the pen to bear on the guard, he squeezed the
trigger.

The Casaman jerked as the tiny dart buried itself deep in his cheek, his gun swinging wildly in
reflexive search for a target. Reflexive but useless; already his eyes were beginning to glaze as
the potent mix of neurotoxins took effect. York shifted his aimto the nojo on the dying man's
shoul der and a second dart found its target ... but as he brought the palmmate to bear on Mff's
mojo all hell broke | oose.

They were smart all right, those birds. The dead OCasanan hadn't even fallen to the floor before
the remaining five nmojos were in the air, sweeping toward himlike silver-blue Furies. He got off
two nore shots, but neither connected—and then they were on him talons digging into his face and
gun armand slamming himhard into the seat. Through the haze of agony he could dinmy hear screans
from Rynstadt and the inconprehensible shouts of the Qasanmans. Mj o w ngs sl apped at his eyes,
blinding him but he didn't need his sight to know that his right forearmwas being flayed, his
right hand torn by beaks and talons as the npjos fought single-nindedly to get the pal mnmate away
fromhim But it was wapped firmy around his open hand, caught there though the will to hold it
had | ong since vanished. Hs armwas on fire—wave after wave of agony screanmng into his brai n—and
then suddenly the birds were gone, flut-
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taring away to squawk at himfrom seat backs and Qasanan shoul ders, and he saw what they'd done to
his arm—

And the enptional shock conbined with the physical shock .. . and Decker York, who had seen nen
injured and killed on five other worlds, dropped |like a stone into the tenporary sanctuary of
unconsci ousness.

Hi s |l ast thought before the blackness took himwas that he woul d never wake up

"Ch, my CGod," Christopher whispered. "My God."

Tel ek bit hard into the knuckles of her right hand, curled into an inmpotent fist at her nouth.
York's arm.,. She willed her eyes to turn away, but they were as tightly frozen to the scene as
Joshua's own eyes were. Like a violent, haphazard dissection of York's arm-except that York was
still alive. For now.

Besi de her, Nnandi gagged and fled the room She hardly noticed.

It seenmed like forever, but it was probably only a few seconds before Rynstadt was at York's side,
a small can of seal-spray fromhis landing kit clutched in his shaking hand. He sprayed it on
York's arm sloppily and with an amateur's lack of uniformty; but by the tinme the can hissed
itself dry Cerenkov had broken his own paralysis and noved in with a fresh can. Together they
managed to seal off the worst of the blood flow

Through it all Joshua never budged. Terrified out of his mind, Telek thought. What a thing for a
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kid to seel
"Governor?" F ahl's voice fromthe intercommade her junp. "WII he live?"
She hesitated. Wth the blood | oss stopped and the seal -spray's anti-shock factors supporting

York's system ... but she knew better than to give even herself false hope. "Not a chance," she
told F ahl quietly.
170
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"He needs the Dewdrop's medical facilities within an hour or less."

"Al mo—
"M ght be able to get himhere in time. But he won't. If he tries he'll just get hinmself killed,
too." The words burned in her mouth, but she knew they were true. Wth the Qasanmans and their

birds jarred out of any overconfidence they night have had. Pyre wouldn't get within ten neters of
the bus. But he would try anyway. ...

And now there was no other choice. "Captain, prepare the Dewdrop for lift," she said, her eyes
straying at last fromthe display, only to stop on Justin lying in his couch. His fists, too, were
cl enched, but if he recognized she had just condemmed his brother to death he didn't showit.
"We'll try to take out as nuch of the tower and forest weaponry before we go and hope the ship can
absorb whatever we don't destroy."

"Under st ood, Governor."

Tel ek turned to the | ounge doorway, where Wnward and Link were standing, their faces pale and
grim "W won't be able to get it all fromhere,” she told themquietly.
"Already figured that out,"” Wnward grunted. "Wen do you want us to head out?"
The pre-launch sequence woul d take at |least ten mnutes. "About fifteen m nutes,
W nward nodded. "We'Il get geared up." Together the two Cobras turned and |eft.
"Full survival packs," Telek called after them

"Sure," the reply drifted back al ong the corridor.

But she wasn't fooling anyone, and they all knewit. Even if the two Cobras |lived through the
comng battle, there was virtually no chance the Dewdrop woul d be able to cone back and pick them
up. Assunming the Dewdrop survived its own gauntlet.

Well, they'd find out about that in half an hour or less. Until then—

COBRA STRI KE

171

Until then, there'd be enough time to watch Pyre die in his rescue attenpt.

Because it was her duty to do so, Telek turned her attention back to the displays. But the taste
of defeat was bitter in her throat, and she felt very, very old.

Chapter 17

Joshua's heart was a painful thundering in his throat, his eyes blurred by tears of fear and
synpathetic pain. H dden fromsight by the white crust of the seal-spray, York's terrible arm
injuries were burned into Joshua's nenory as if the vision would be there forever. Oh, CGod,

Decker, he nout hed. Decker

And he'd done nothing to help. Not during York's escape attenpt nor even afterwards. Rynstadt and
Cerenkov had junped in with their nedical kits; but Joshua, terrified of the Qasanans and npj os,
hadn't twitched a nuscle to assist them If it'd been up to him York would've quietly bled to
deat h.

Peopl e expect great things fromus. He felt like a child. A cowardly child.

"We've got to get himback to the ship," Cerenkov nmurnured, raising a blood-stained armto w pe at
his cheek. "He's going to need transfusions and God only knows what else."

Rynstadt nuttered something in response, too |ow for Joshua to hear. Lifting his gaze finally from
t he carnage, Joshua | ooked up toward the front of the bus to see Mff watching them his gun
braced and ready on the nearest seat back. The bus had sped up, Joshua noted nechanically, and
ahead in the gloomhe could see a cluster of dimlights. An unwalled
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village or crossroads checkpoint? Joshua guessed the latter. A half dozen vehicles were faintly
visible, as was a small shed-Iike building.

And mlling anong thema | ot of Qasanmans.

The bus cane to a halt anbng the cluster of vehicles. It had barely stopped before a burly Qasaman
had t he door open and had bounded inside. He exchanged a hal f-dozen rapid-fire sentences wth
Mof f, then | ooked at the Aventinians. "Bachutsl" he snapped, hand jabbing enphatically toward the
door.

she sai d.
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"Yuri?" Rynstadt rmurnured.

"Of course," Cerenkov said bitterly. "Wat choice do we have?"

Leavi ng York propped up against the seat, they stepped past the newcormer and out the door. Joshua
foll owed, his stomach a churning caul dron of painful enptions.

Four nore heavily armed nmen were waiting in a senmicircle around the bus door. Wth themwas a

wi zened old man with stooped shoul ders and the |last remmants of white hair plastered down over his
bal di ng head. But his eyes were bright—disturbingly bright—and it was he who addressed the three
prisoners. "You are accused of spying on the world Qasama,"” he said, his words heavily accented
but cl ear enough. "Your conpanion York is also accused of killing a Qasaman and a noj o. Any
further attenpts at violence will be punished by immedi ate death. You will now come with your
escort to a place for questions.™

"What about our friend?" Cerenkov nodded back toward the bus. "He needs nedical attention

i Mmediately if he's to live."

The old man spoke to the apparent |eader of the new escort, was answered in biting tones. "He will

be treated here/' the old man told Cerenkov. "If he dies, that is nmerely his just punishnment for
his crinme. You will come now. "

Joshua took a deep breath. "No," he said firmy
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"Qur friend will be taken back to our ship. Now Oherwise we will all die without answering a

singl e question.”

The old man translated, and the escort |eader's brow darkened as he spat a reply. "You are not in
a position to make any denmands," the old nan said.

"You are wong/' Joshua said as calmy as his tongue could nanage, the vision of York's flaying
superi nmposed on the scene around him If his bluff was called ... and even as he slowy raised his
left fist he knew he was i ndeed a coward. The thought of such a fate made his stomach violently
ill ... but this had to be tried. "This device on nmy wist is a self-destruct—a one-man bonb," he

told the old man. "If | unclench my fist without turning it off I will be blown to dust. Al ong
with all of you. I will give you the device only when | have personally escorted Decker into our
ship."

A long, brittle silence followed the translation. "You continue to think us fools," the |eader
said at last through the old man. "You enter the ship and you will not return.”

Joshua shook his head minutely. "No. | will return.”

The | eader spat; but before he could speak again Mff stepped to his side and whispered into his
ear. The | eader frowned at himfor a nonent; then, pursing his lips, he gave a brisk nod and spoke
to one of his nen. The other disappeared into the darkness, and Moff turned to the old nman, again
speaking too quietly for Joshua to hear. The ot her nodded. "Mff has agreed to your request, as a
gesture of goodwill, on one condition: you will wear an expl osive device around your neck unti

you enmerge fromthe ship. Should you remain inside for nore than three mnutes it will be all owed
to expl ode.”

Joshua's throat tightened involuntarily, and for a handful of heartbeats thoughts of betrayal and
treachery swirled like a dark liquid through the cautious hope rising in his brain. Surely there
were sinpler
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ways of killing himif the Qasamans so chose ... but if they wanted to make sure the Dewdrop never
lifted again, there would be no easier way to penetrate the outer hull. But that mght |ose them

the secret of the stardrive—but they mght not care—but if he didn't take the risk York was
dead—but why woul d they have any interest in a good-faith gesture when they held all the cards—
He focused at | ast on Cerenkov and Rynstadt, who were watching himin turn. "Wat do | do?" he
whi spered fromamd the turnoil.

Cerenkov shrugged fractionally. "It's your life that's at stake. You'll have to use your own best
j udgrent . "

Hs life ... except that it wasn't, Joshua suddenly realized. Together, the three of them had no
chance at all of being rescued ... but Cerenkov and Rynstadt plus Justin mght just be able to

break the odds.

It was all of their lives at stake here. Corwin's plan—+the reason the Mreaus were here at all—-and
the whole thing was in Joshua's trenbling hands. "All right,” he said to the old man. "It's a
deal . "

The old man transl ated; and the | eader began to give orders.

The next few nminutes went quickly. Cerenkov and Rynstadt were taken to another, obviously arnored,
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bus and were driven off into the darkness along their original southwest road. York, stil

unconsci ous, was transferred by hand stretcher to a second arnored vehicle. Joshua, Mff, and the
translator joined him As they runbled northward toward Sol |l as and the Dewdrop one of the escort
carefully fitted Joshua with his explosive collar

It was a sinple device, consisting of two squat cylinders at the sides of his neck fastened
together by a soft but tough-feeling plastic band about three centineters wide and a coupl e of
mllinmeters thick. It seemed to nake breathing difficult ... but perhaps that was just his

i magi nation. Licking his lips frequently, he tried not to swallow too often and forced
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his mnd to concentrate instead on York's condition and chances.

Al'l too soon, they had arrived.

The bus coasted to a halt sone fifty or sixty nmeters fromthe Dewdrop's nmain hatch. Two Qasamans
unl oaded a rolling table and placed York's stretcher on top of it, returning then to the vehicle.
Mof f noti oned Joshua to stand and held a snmall box up to each of the cylinders around the
Aventini an's neck. Joshua heard two faint clicks; felt, rather than heard, the faint vibration
fromwi thin. "Three mnutes only—renenber," Mff said in passable Anglic, |ooking the younger man
in the eye.

Joshua licked his lips and nodded. "I'Ill be back."

The trip to the ship seened to take a lifetime, torn as he was between the need for haste and the
opposite need to give York as snmooth a ride as possible. He settled for a slow jog, praying

fervently that someone woul d be watching and be ready to pop the hatch for him... and that he
could explain all of this fast enough ... and that they'd be able to switch the collar in the tine
allotted. ..

He was two steps fromthe hatch when it opened, one of F ahl's crewers stepping out to grip the
front stretcher handles. Seconds |later they were inside, with Christopher, Wnward, and Link
waiting for themin the ready room

"Sit down," Christopher snapped tightly as soneone took Joshua's half of the stretcher

Joshua' s knees needed no urging, dropping himlike a lunp of clay into the indicated chair. "This
thing on ny neck—

"I's a bomb," Christopher finished for him Already the other was tracing the strap with a smal
sensor, his forehead shiny with perspiration. "W knowthey weren't able to jamyour signal. Now

sit tight and we'll see if we can get the damm thing off without triggering it."

Joshua gritted his teeth and fell silent; and as he

COBRA STRI KE

177

did so Justin entered the room clad only in his underwear. For a nmonent the tw ns gazed at each
other .. . and the expression on Justin's face sent half the weight resting on Joshua's shoul ders
spinning away into oblivion. They weren't in the clear yet—not by a | ong shot—but there was a
satisfaction in Justin's eyes that said Joshua had done his job well, had rmade t he deci sions that
gave themall a chance.

Justin was proud of him... and, ultimately, that was what really mattered.

The nonent passed; and, kneeling before his brother, Justin began to renove Joshua's boots. Joshua
unfastened his own belt and slid off his pants, and he was beginning to work on his tunic when

Chri stopher gave a little snort. "All right, here it is. Let's see .. - bypass here and here.
Dorjay?"

Joshua felt sonething cool slide between the collar and his neck. "Hold still," Link nuttered from
behind him There was the soft crackle of heat-stressed plastic ... and suddenly the pressure on

his throat eased, and Wnward lifted the broken ring over his head. "Qut of the chair," Link said
tersely. "Justin?"

Joshua' s pl ace was taken by his brother, and the collar |owered carefully around Justin's neck
"Ti me?" Christopher asked as the Cobras eased the two broken ends back together and began the
ticklish job of reconnecting them

"Ni nety seconds," F' ahl's voice cane over the roomintercom "Plenty of tine."

"Sure," Link growl ed under his breath. "Cone down here and say that. Easy, Mchael."

Joshua got his tunic and watch off and waited, heart thudding full blast again as he watched

Chri stopher and the Cobras work. If they weren't able to do it in tinme—

"Ckay, " Christopher announced suddenly. "Looks good. Here go the bypasses...."

The wires cane off, and the cylinders remained solid. Cautiously, Justin stood up and reached for
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Joshua's tunic, and by the time Christopher had eased the protective ring out from under the

collar he was nearly dressed. "I don't know where Yuri and Marck were taken," Joshua told him as
he fastened on the other's watch.

"I know that," Justin nodded. "I was you, renenber."

"Yeah. | just neant—be careful, okay?" Justin gave hima tight smle. "I'll be fine, Joshua—don't

worry about nme. The Moreau luck goes with nme."

He slipped out the hatch, and Joshua col |l apsed back into the chair as the shock of all that had
happened finally caught up with himand his legs turned to rubber. The Mreau |luck. Geat. Just
great. And the worst part of it was that Justin really believed in his imaginary i mmunity.
Believed in it, acted on it ... and while Joshua sat idly by in the Dewdrop's relative safety, his
brother's superstition could easily get himkilled.

"Dam them " he hissed at the universe in general —at Mff and the Qasamans; the Cobra Wrlds
Council, who'd sent them even his own brother Corwin, whose idea this had ultimtely been. "Damm
all of them"”

A hand fell on his shoul der. Looking up through eyes suddenly tear-blurred, he saw Link standing
over him "Cone on," the Cobra said. "Captain F ahl and Governor Telek are going to want to hear
your analysis of the situation out there."

Sure they are, Joshua thought bitterly. The sol e value such a report could have woul d be to keep
his mnd too busy to dwell on Justin. But he nmerely nodded and got to his feet. He was too tired
to argue ... and, actually, some distraction mght not be a bad idea right now.

He took a nmoment to stop by his stateroom first and get dressed, letting Link go on ahead w t hout
him York was nowhere in sight when he finally
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reached the | ounge, but Tel ek allayed his worst fears before he was able to voice them "Decker's
stable, at least for now, " she said, glancing up at himbefore returning her gaze to the outside

moni tor display. "Mnitors and |.V.S are all hooked up; he'll be all right until we can figure out
what to do about his arm"”
Transl ation: where exactly it'll need to be anputated. Swallowi ng the thought, Joshua stepped

behi nd Tel ek and | ooked over her shoulder. Mff and Justin were just getting back into the arnored
bus. The expl osive collar, he noted with nmargi nal easing of tension, had been renmoved, as had the
"sel f-destruct" watch with which he'd bluffed the Qasanans. "What's he supposed to do now?" he

asked Telek. "I mean, you did give himsonme sort of plan to follow, didn't you?"
"As much of a plan as we could cone up with," Wnward grunted from anot her display. "W're
assum ng he'll be taken to wherever they've got Yuri and Marck. Once he's inside—well, we're

hoping Almo will have followed the other two when they headed south. Wth Cobras inside and
out side, they should be able to break out of wherever the Qasanans put them"

"Alno was going to follow us?"

"He was going to try. If he didn't get down to the crossroads in time—= Wnward shrugged

fractionally. "We'll hope he'll follow the road and try to catch up. It's the only | ogical thing
for himto do."

Follow the road ... except that he wouldn't know Mdff would be bringing a second vehicle up from
behi nd. Joshua shivered at the vision of Pyre caught, al one, between two carl oads of arned
Qasamans and nojos. And with the radios still janmmed there was no way to alert himto the
potential pincer closing on him

Tel ek | eaned back in her seat, exhaling a hissing sigh. "Wll, that's it, gentlenen,"” she said.
"W've done everything we can for the nonent for Yuri and
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Marck. Next job, then, is to figure out how to deactivate the defenses around the Dewdrop so that
they've got a ship to conme back to. Let's get busy on that one, shall we?"

The arnored bus sped past Pyre's place of conceal ment. Though the wi ndows were small and dark his
enhanced vision enabled himto identify two of its occupants: Mff, and the same driver who'd
earlier taken the vehicle toward Sollas with Joshua and an apparently injured Decker York aboard
It was back now, followi ng the sane road Cerenkov and Rynstadt had taken a half hour or so ago.
And the maj or question of the hour: who exactly was in there?

Pyre rubbed a hand across his forehead, snearing the sweat and dirt there as he tried to think
Yor k, Joshua, and Moff head toward Sollas; Mff, at |east, heads away shortly thereafter. Had they
decided to split up the contact team w th Cerenkov and Rynstadt stashed away down south while
York and Joshua were hidden in Sollas? Possible; but given the Iengths the Qasamans had gone to to
keep their prisoners as far away as possible fromthe Dewdrop it didn't seemlikely. Had they
taken York to the nearest hospital to treat what had | ooked to be one double hell of an arm
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injury? But then why take Joshua al ong?

The sounds of the bus were fading away down the road. If he was going to followit, he had to nake
that decision fast.

When he'd first dashed off through the forest on this crazy rescue attenpt the question hadn't
even been a debatable one. But since then he'd had tinme to think it all through ... and though it
wrenched his soul to adnit it, he knew he'd gotten his priorities scranbl ed.

The contact teamwas, at least froma purely military standpoint, expendable. The Dewdrop, with
all the data they'd coll ected about Qasanm, was not.
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The Dewdrop had to be freed ... and three-quarters of her Cobra fighting force was still trapped

i nsi de.

To the southwest, the sounds of the bus had vanished into the forest. Notching his optical sensors
up agai nst the darkness. Pyre began circling cautiously around the vehicles and nmen that stil
straddl ed the crossroads. He could stay within the relative cover of the forest for a few

kil ometers, but long before he got to the airfield area he would have to nove into the city proper
if he wanted any chance of approaching the Qasamans' tower defenses undetected. The contact team
had spent little tine on the streets of Sollas at night—and none of it near the edges of the city.
Pyre had no i dea what sort of crowd |evel he'd have to get through once he left the forest. If he
could steal sonme Qasaman clothing ... but he couldn't speak word one of their |anguage; and he
woul d at any rate be instantly conspicuous by his |lack of a nojo conpanion.

The crossroads, he judged, were far enough behind himnowto risk a little noise. Senses alert for
forest predators as well as wandering Qasanans, he broke into a brisk jog. Wuatever he cane up
with, the inspiration had better cone fast. In five nmnutes, ten at the nost, Sollas was going to
play host to its first Cobra.

Chapter 18

Joshua's inplanted sensors were reputed to be the best the Cobra Wrlds had avail able; but sitting
in a bouncing vehicle across froma man he'd seen al nost constantly for a week, Justin recogni zed
with an unpl easant shock just how limted his piggybacked experience of Qasama had really been.
The texture of the seat where his hands rested on it—the odd paving of the road as transnmitted by
the bus's vibration—above all the tangy and exotic scents filling the air around him+t was as if
he'd stepped into a painting and found that the world it depicted was real

And t he whol e effect made hi m nervous. He was supposed to be an undetectable substitute for his
brother, and instead was feeling like the new kid on the block. Al he needed now was for Mff to
pi ck up that sonething was off-color here and bury hima hundred kil oneters from Cerenkov and
Rynstadt while the Qasamans figured out what was goi ng on

When your defense stinks, attack. "I nust say, Mff," he remarked, "that you people are nothing
short of astonishing at |earning new | anguages. How | ong have you been able to speak Anglic?"
Mff's eyes flicked to the old man two seats down, who let |oose with a stream of Qasaman. Moff
replied in kind, and the translator turned back to Justin.
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"W will ask the questions today," he said. "It will be your position to answer them"™

Justin snorted. "Come on, Moff—t's hardly a secret anynmore. Not with your friend here speaking as
well as | do. And you said sonmething to ne yourself, right after you switched on the little

i nsurance policy you had around ny neck. So cone on-how did all of you learn it so fast?"

He kept a surreptitious eye on the old man as he spoke, watching for hesitations with words or
grammar. But if the other had any trouble, it wasn't obvious. Mff eyed Justin for a nonent after
the translator finished, then said sonmething in a thoughtful tone that the Cobra didn't care for
even before he heard the old nan's version: "You seemto have regai ned sone of your courage. \Wat
did those aboard your ship say to strengthen you so?"

"They rem nded ne of what your planetary superiors will say when they're informed how you have
threatened a peaceful diplomatic mssion," Justin shot back

"Ch?" Mff said through the translator. "Perhaps. W shall soon see if that, too, is one of your
lies. By the time we have reached Purma, or perhaps even before."

"I resent the inplication | would lie to you."

"Resent it if you wish. But the cylinders you wore into your ship will show the truth of the
matter."

Justin felt his nmouth go dry. "Wat do you nean?" he asked, hoping his sudden horrible suspicion
was w ong.
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It wasn't. "The cylinders contained canmeras and sound recordi ng devices," the translator said. "W
hoped to get a first approximation of the situation and nunmber of personnel aboard."

And smack dab in the mddle of the tape would be that free and unexpected bonus, the Mdireau twn

switch. And when they saw that—"A fat lot of good it'll do you," he snorted, putting as nmuch
scorn into
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H s voice as he could scrape together. "W told no lies about our ship or people. What are you
expecti ng—hundreds of arnored sol diers squeezed into that little thing?"

Moff waited for the translation and then shrugged. Apparently really doesn't understand Anglic,
Justin decided as the two Qasamans held a brief discussion. Just |earned that one phrase to
enphasi ze the three-mnute lint, probably. And we fell for it like primtives. Stupid, stupid,

st upi d.

"W shall see what is there," the old man said. "Perhaps it will help us decide what should be
done with all of you."

["]] just bet it will, Justin thought, but renained silent. Mff settled back in his seat,

i ndi cating the conversation was over for the monment... and Justin tried to get his brain on-line

Al right. First off, the spy canmeras probably weren't transnmitting a |ive picture fromthe

Dewdr op—the Qasamans woul d' ve had to open up part of their radio jamrming, and an action of that
sort mght have been detected. So Mdff and conpany didn't yet know about the Morreau switch, an

i gnorance they would keep until those back in Sollas found out thenselves and were able to bl ow
the whistle. The jamm ng nmeant Justin was safe enough while the bus was still on the road. If he
made his nove before they reached the next city—Purma, had Mff called it?—he'd take themtotally
by surprise ..

And woul d then have to search the whole city for Cerenkov and Rynstadt.

Justin grimaced. He could afford not knowi ng where the others were being kept, but only if Pyre
had followed their bus instead of waiting for Justin's. There was no way of knowi ng which option
the other Cobra had taken, and Justin didn't dare ganble on it. He would just have to |l et them
take himto the other prisoners, hope he could take out all the additional guards and nojos that
woul d undoubt edly be present —

COBRA STRI KE

185

And pray the bus didn't stop outside of town at a checkpoint with |ong-range communicati ons
capability.

Dam. If they did that then all bets were instantly off. Mff was being pretty casual about his
prisoner, but that was surely based on a week's worth of observation of Joshua's character and
reactions. If he found out he had soneone el se he was bound to react with a tighter leash ... and
there were ways to render even a Cobra hel pl ess.

Through the w ndow ahead the bus's headlights showed not hing but road and flanking forest. No city
lights yet ... Carefully, nethodically, Justin activated his nultiple-targe ting |ock and sequen-
.tially locked onto all the mojos in the vehicle. Just in case.

Easi ng back into his seat, he watched the road ahead and kept his hands well clear of any possible
obstructions. And tried to rel ax.

"What do you suppose is keeping then?" Rynstadt asked quietly fromthe |ightweight table in the

m ddl e of their cell.

Standi ng at the barred wi ndow, Cerenkov automatically glanced at his bare wist, dropping it back
to his side with an enbarrassed snort. Al jewelry had been taken fromthemimediately after they
| eft the Sollas crossroads—fallout, obviously, from York's gun and Joshua's "sel f-destruct" bl uff.
For Cerenkov, not knowing the time could be a major annoyance at the best of tines; under the

present circunstances, it was an excruciating formof subtle torture. "It may not nean anything
yet," he told Rynstadt. "W haven't been here all that long ourselves, and if transferring Decker
to the ship took |Ionger than expected Mdff and Joshua nay still not be overdue."

"And i f— Rynstadt |let the sentence die. "Yeah, nmaybe you're right," he said instead. "Mff would

186

Ti mot hy Zahn

undoubt edly want to be here before they start this silly questioning."

Cer enkov nodded, feeling frustration welling up within himat having to stifle the thoughts
clearly uppernost in both their mnds. Such as whether York had really been allowed back into the
Dewdrop ... and whether it would be Joshua or Justin who would soon be joining themin their cell
But after the old man at the crossroads Cerenkov had no intention of assum ng none of the guards
lined up against the cell wall understood Anglic.
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And so he kept his thoughts and specul ations to hinmself. But time was dragging on ... and as the

m nutes slowy added up he began to feel as if he and Rynstadt were standing on a sheet of rapidly

thawing ice. If Justin had been forced to take premature action, that would al so explain the del ay
and it would | eave the two of themin a dead-end position here.

Qutside, a flicker of light caught Cerenkov's eye, off toward the right. Pressing the side of his

face to the glass, he could just see what appeared to be another of the arnored vehicles he and

Rynstadt had arrived in. A handful of figures stepped to the door. "Looks like they're here," he

announced over his shoul der, striving for calm Now the real fun would begin .., especially since

they woul dn't know t hensel ves which twin they had until he took sone sort of action. That woul d be

tricky; he didn't want to get caught flatfooted in a crossfire, but neither did he want to be

poi sed on tiptoe waiting expectantly for the order to hit the floor. Mff or one of the guards

nm ght pick up on sonething |ike that—

The thought froze in place. The bus was pulling away fromthe building, its welconmng committee

headi ng back inside ... but no one else was with them

An enpty bus? was his first, hopeful guess ... but he didn't believe it for even a nonment. The
vehicl e
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was speedi ng up now, heading further into the city ... and deep within him Cerenkov knew Mff and

Justin were aboard it. Sonething had gone wong. Badly enough wong that the prisoners were being
split up, apparently on the spur of the noment.

And Cerenkov and Rynstadt were in their own private hole. A very deep private hole.

Slow y, he turned away fromthe wi ndow. "Well?" Rynstadt demanded

"Fal se alarm" Cerenkov nurmured. "It wasn't them"

Justin watched the tall building disappear fromview through the wi ndow as the bus picked up
speed, nuscles tight with adrenaline and the sinking certainty that the ganme was, in one sense or
anot her, over. Mff could pretend all he liked that they' d stopped only for information from
Sol | as; but Justin had been watching the driver as Mdff consulted with the nen fromthe buil ding,
and it was clear that he'd been taken by surprise by the order to nove on. Al nost certainly
Cerenkov and Rynstadt were sonewhere in that structure behind them Mff's studied casual ness
merely underscored the fact that they wanted Justin to attach no special significance to the

pl ace.

So they knew. The filns had been seen, word had been flashed south from Sollas, and Mff was
taki ng hi m somewhere hi gh-security for a long talk and probably sone careful study as well. Justin
had to act fast, to kill or disable everyone aboard and escape before the Qasamans figured out
exactly what to do with him

He had his omidirectional sonic tuned to the opti mum human stun frequency and was on the verge of
triggering it when a sudden, sobering thought struck him

No matter how he did this, it was going to be obvious to whoever exami ned the bus afterwards that
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the attack had come frominside the vehicle. Frominside ... froma man who'd al ready been
searched and stripped of anything that could possibly be a weapon.

A cold sweat broke out on Justin's forehead. What woul d the Qasanmans make of such a concl usi on?
Coul d they possi bly deduce the truth?—er even get close enough as nade no difference? The question
had little relevance to the inmedi ate situation, of course—the Dewdrop woul d hopefully be |ong
gone by the tinme the local experts began sifting through the debris. But if the Council decided to
take on the Trofts' nercenary job here, such forewarning could give Qasana an edge agai nst the
arriving Cobras.

But what were his options? Shoot up the bus thoroughly fromthe outside after escaping, hoping he
could do a convincing enough job of it? O wait until he was taken some place where the existence
of an armed infiltrator would at | east be possible? O even probabl e—Pyre was out here sonewhere,
and he clearly hadn't taken out the other prison buiding. Perhaps he'd arrived late at the
crossroads and was even now tailing Justin's bus.

Mof f was saying sonething. Justin turned to look at himas the old man translated: "At least | now
under stand your changed attitude when you energed from your ship."

For a second Justin considered playing dunb, decided it wasn't worth the effort. "That three-
mnute limt was the key," he said calmy. "Any longer than that and we mnight have picked up on
what those cylinders really were."

Mof f nodded at the translation. "Qur experts felt two and a half minutes safer, but | didn't want
to have to take you cl ose enough for that limt to seemreasonable. | didn't know then that your
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people were still nonitoring you and woul dn't m sunderstand our approach." H's eyes bored into
Justin's face. "We are very interested in your conversation with your double."
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"I'"ll just bet you are," Justin said.

"I should also tell you that sone in authority feel you are an as-yet unknown danger and shoul d be
elimnated quickly."

Abruptly, Justin realized that half of the eight Qasanman guards had their pistols drawn, two of
them going so far as to point themin the Cobra's direction. "And how do you feel ?" he asked Moff

careful ly.

For a | ong nonent the other studied him The nmpojo on his shoul der, sensing perhaps the genera
tension level, twitched its wings nervously. "I agree that you are dangerous," Mff said at |ast
through the old man. "It is perhaps foolish to keep you alive in hopes of |earning your secrets.

But unl ess we di scover your intentions toward us we cannot know how to properly defend oursel ves.
You will therefore be taken to a place where you nay be properly questioned."”

"And then be elim nated?"

Moff didn't reply ... but the conversation had already nade up Justin's nmind. Qasama was already
tacitly assuning a war was likely, and to give them anything he didn't absolutely have to would be
a betrayal of those who'd conme after him Besides which, it mght be interesting to see what sort
of place they'd consider safe enough to hold an unknown threat. And besides that..

He caught Moff's eye again. "Just out of curiosity, how did you cone to the conclusion that we
wer e spying on you?"

Mof f pursed his lips thoughtfully. Then, with a slight shrug, he began to speak. "Your double
correctly interpreted a sign in the village of Huriseemthis norning," the translator said. "It
showed that, despite our efforts, you still had a visual connection with your ship. A device you
had not told us about, and which was clearly designed to be unde tec table."

Justin frowned. "That was all you had?"

"It was enough to justify questioning you. York's
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simlarly undetectabl e weapon—and his use of it—proved our guess was correct.”
"You were the one who picked up on our hidden canera, | suppose?”

Mof f nodded once, a sinple gesture that admtted the fact wi thout the trappings of pride or false
nodesty. Justin nodded in return and settled down to wait, the |ast piece of his rationalization
conplete. He had no desire to kill any nore people than absolutely necessary when he nade his
break, and | eaving soneone with Mff s observational skills behind as witness would be a poor

idea. No, he would wait until they reached their destination and Pyre had nade his appearance.
Toget her, the two Cobras woul d | eave the Qasamans wondering for a long tinme just how the escape
had been managed.

So he settled back in his seat and tried to keep track of the bus's path through the wi de streets
of Purma. And thought about his father's stories of his own war.

The strip of clear land that would, farther north, open up to becone the airfield was barely sixty
meters wide here at Sollas's southwest edge; but Pyre found little confort in that fact as he
raced across it toward the darkened building that was his target. None of the structures at the
city's edge seened to be showi ng many |ights—another concession to the wandering bol olins,

per haps?—but he felt as if a thousand pairs of eyes were watching himthe whole way. Two thousand
eyes, one thousand guns. ..

But he reached the building wthout challenge, and for a minute he stood in relative shadow

consi dering his next nove. The four-story structure beside himwas made of brick, and in the weeks
before the mssion the First Cobras had taught himhow to scal e such things. Once on top, he could
theoretically leap fromrooftop to rooftop until he reached the nore open areas near the airfield.
Pyre | ooked up the flat side of the building, grinmacing. Theoretically. Mst of the streets in his
path were the w der bololin-speedway type, and whil e junping one of them would be reasonably
within his servos' range, he wasn't at all sure he wanted to try it a dozen or nore tines.

Around the corner of the building, a faint scrape reached his ears. Notched up to full power, his
audi o enhancers pulled in the sound of several sets of footsteps.

Sidling to the corner. Pyre took a cautious | ook down the street. Barely two hundred neters away,
at the next intersection, a group of six Qasamans were standing in a |loose circle, conversing in

| ow tones. As he watched, three of themsplit off and began striding purposefully down the street
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directly toward him Pyre eased back. Sealing the city's edge with a sentry net was a precaution
he hadn't expected even the Qasamans to bother with, given they thought they had everyone under
| ock and key. Unless ..
O course. They'd found the men he'd killed in the forest.
He nouthed a silent curse. Wth all that had happened he'd conpletely forgotten that glaring
evi dence of his presence. And with the sentry patrols / alert and in visual contact with each
other, he'd now .>V;run out of choices. Locking his fingers around the ; bricks facing him he
began to clinb. > It was a long way to go, and Pyre had had very ; little practice in this
sort of thing, but the Qasanman “patrol was apparently in no special rush to take up Sits post and
he was nearly to the top before they "energed fromthe street. He froze, holding his breath ||i;..
but neither the nen nor their nojos | ooked up, |I-and after a few seconds he continued his clinb,
tak-|ing care not to nmake even the slightest sound.
Whi ch probably saved his life. Reaching the | ow pparapet surrounding the roof, he raised his head
over
192
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it—and found hinmself eye to eye with a kneeling Qasanan not three neters away, his hands in a
small cloth bag in front of him
The man's eyes and nmouth went wide with surprise. But his hand was still scranbling for his gun
when Pyre's arm swung over the parapet and a flicker of |aser |ight caught his spread-w nged nojo
in the breast. He was still trying to draw the weapon fromits hol ster when the second flicker
caught himin the sane place and he fell gently to the side, his astonishnent still unvoiced.
Pyre was over the parapet in a second, trenbling with the hair's-breadth cl oseness of the call and
the cold know edge that he was by no neans safe yet. If the ground sentries had heard anythi ng—er
if an observer on the next roof over had w tnessed the incident—
Activating his optical enhancers, he raised his head cautiously and checked the nearest buil dings.
The roof to the south was vacant. The one to the north held another figure, sone sort of |ight-anp
bi nocul ars at his eyes as he gazed out toward the forest. A quick glance over the parapet showed
the sentries bel ow were undi sturbed. Crawing to the dead Qasaman, Pyre reached into the other's
bag, found a set of the same |ight-anp gl asses and what | ooked |ike a water container and some
sort of vegetabl e cake.
So the rooftop guards, |ike those on the ground, had apparently just now taken up their positions,
whi ch expl ai ned how he'd nade it safely fromthe forest. So he was in, and behind their first
lines, and tenporarily undetected. So ... now what?
Pyre found hinself gazing at the dead nojo. Watever he did, he was going to need a certain anmount
of camouflage..., Carefully, trying not to wince, he rolled the dead man over and eased off his
jacket. Beneath it the man had worn a knitted sweater-1like garment; cutting and unraveling a piece
of it, Pyre used the yarn to tie the npjo's talons to the jacket's
epaul et. Snoothing the wings back in place, he tied themtogether with nore yarn. The whol e effect
woul d never hold up even under noderately close scrutiny, but with luck it wouldn't have to.
Keeping close to the roof, he struggled into the jacket which was, thankfully, too |arge rather
than too smalt. The dead man's gun belt cane next; and, alnost as an afterthought, he scooped up
the light-anp binoculars as well. Then, mentally crossing his fingers, he headed for the city-side
edge of the roof.
He nade it, again, without raising any obvious alarm Bel ow himwas one of the narrower, northeast-
sout hwest streets; across it, the building roof facing himappeared deserted. At both of the
cl osest street intersections he could see triads of sentries, their attention apparently ground
| evel and outward. Gving all the rooftops in the i mediate area one | ast scan, he gathered his
feet beneath him got a good grip on his nmojo, and junped.
His leg servos were nore than equal to the task. A second later he hit the far rooftop, rolling on
his right shoulder to soften the sound of his inpact. Coming up on one knee, he lifted the Iight
anps to his eyes and, trying hard to | ook |like a Qasaman sentry, waited for a reaction.
It didn't conme, and a mnute |later he eased across v the roof and repeated the procedure. One
nore building and he had | eft both the rooftop and the groundside sentries far behind him Two
nmore, and he began to breathe again.
And finally he had to nake a deci sion. Each nove
inthis direction angled hima little farther fromthe
i Dewdr op, and with the perinmeter penetrated it was

time to head north. But straight north now would
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\.;. take himnear the center of the city, and while the

(; streets inmredi ately bel ow were deserted, he had no

N real hope that things would be that easy for |ong.

"e$g.. The city's center was where the mayor's office and,

:M  presumably, the rest of Sollas officialdomwere |o-
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cated, and if the place wasn't crawling with people he would be very surprised. He would have to
work his way around it, threading the region between that activity and the sentry |ine—

O else run snmack through the mddle of it.

Pyre paused at roof's edge, rolling the sudden thought through his mnd as if tasting it. Htting
the Qasamans' political stronghold would be a grand gesture, a nessage of Cobra courage and power
the | eaders here couldn't possibly nmiss. Tactically, it would serve to split the Qasamans'
attention, drawing fire-power away fromthe Dewdrop and perhaps from Cerenkov and the other
prisoners as well.

And speaking of them if he could nmanage to take the mayor captive or hold some critical nerve
center, he might even be able to wangle their freedomw thout the dangers a brute-force approach
woul d entail.

Al in all, he decided, it was worth trying.

Scanni ng the street one last time, he | owered hinsel f quickly over the parapet and dropped to the
ground, bouncing off a conveni ent wi ndow | edge hal fway down to ease the final shock of | anding.
Checking the cross street, he started northeast toward the center of town at a deceptively easy-

| ooki ng | ope, enhanc d vision and hearing alert for the Qasamans who woul d i nevitably appear

The static crackle of the Qasamans' radi o jamm ng bl anket doni nated the Dewdrop's | ounge, its
nmonot ony mat ching perfectly the unchanging still-life on the ship's outside nonitors. For all the
evi dence offered, the entire popul ation of Qasama could have fallen off the planet imediately
after Justin had been taken away nearly an hour ago. Tel ek glanced at her watch, sloshing the

unt asted cahve in her mug as she did so. Three m nutes gone, and not even a hint the Qasamans
intended to reply. "Try it again,” she told Nnandi.

He nodded and raised the nike to his lips. "This is
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Dr. Hersh Nnanmdi aboard the Aventinian ship Dewdrop," he said. "W urgently request conmmunication
with Mayor Ki mmeron or ot her Qasaman | eaders. Pl ease respond.”

He lowered the mke into his lap and Tel ek strained her ears, |istening. The Dewdrop's nost
powerful tight-beamtransmtter was spitting Nnandi's translated words directly at the nearby
tower. Janming or no janming, some of that signal should be getting through. |If the Qasamans were
I'i stening.

If they weren't, this was a conplete waste of effort. If they were, even if they didn't care to
reply, Wnward m ght have a chance.

M ght .

"Stage two," Telek said to Nnandi. "Put sone enmption into it."

The other's cheek twitched, but he lifted the mke. "This is Dr. Hersh Nnandi aboard the Dewdrop
I would like to send an unarned representative out to negotiate our conpanions' release with you
WI1l you grant him safe-conduct to sonmeone in authority?"

Static. Beside Nnandi, Christopher stirred and | ooked at Tel ek. "You realize, of course, that if
Justin and Al no have made their nove down south, Kimeron will know we've got super-warriors
aboard and will be waiting for Mchael with all the guns they've got."

Tel ek nodded wordl essly. Wnward knew it too, of course. She stole a glance at the Cobra as he sat
in quiet conversation with Link at one of the other displays. They woul d be discussing tactics and
strategy, she knew-and what good it would do she couldn't inagine. Shots or shells fired froma
di stance by an unseen gunner weren't sonething that could be fought. Not even by Cobras.
"Soneone—anyone—answer ne, please." Nnandi's voice cracked a bit, and Tel ek shifted her attention
back to him The strain was beginning to get to him she realized uneasily. Alittle of that would
add be-
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lievability to the whol e schene, but too nmuch could be trouble. "Look, |I'mgoing to send out ny
second-in-command, M. Mchael Wnward," Nnandi continued. "Please talk to him all right? There's
no need for any nore bl oodshed than we've all already suffered. |I'msure we can nake a deal if
you'll only agree to negotiate."

Nnanmdi paused, |ooking to Telek. Steeling herself, she nodded. He Iicked his |lips and turned back
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to the mike. "I'm sending himout now Ckay?"
The static remai ned unbroken. Putting down the m ke, Nnandi slunped in his seat and cl osed his
eyes. Across the room Wnward got easily to his feet. "That's nmy cue, | believe," he remarked,

picking up his formal tunic fromthe back of a chair and slipping it on over his black

ni ghtfighter conbat suit.

"Conm set, " Link murnured,

"Cot it," Wnward nodded, scooping up the translator-1link pendant/earphone set |laying on the table
in front of Nnanmdi. "Governor, |I'Il try to find and hit the jamer first, but if | can't find it
I"l'l go straight for the tower's defenses. |If you pick up gunfire and expl osions from back there,
sweep the forest with commlaser fire and send Dorjay out."

"Right," Telek said, trying to match his cal mtone. "Good |luck, and don't take any stupid
chances. "

He twitched a snmile at her and left. Sinking into the seat next to Nnanmdi, Tel ek watched the
screen ... and a minute later the outside nmonitors showed the Cobra wal king slowy toward the
tower, a half-neter-square white flag held promnently in front of him

No shells arced out of the sky as he nade his slow way across the airfield. Telek's heart thudded
pai nfully, her enotions flip-flopping between hope and the fear that too nuch hope woul d
autonmatically bring about disaster. Link, who had noved to watch over her shoul der, tw ce reached
down to junp the magnification. The second tine he did so they saw
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that a force of eight Qasanmans had gathered at the foot of the tower to await Wnward's arrival.
Ei ght Qasamans, and of course ei ght npjos.

Two stepped forward as Wnward neared the group, their drawn guns glinting in the faint backwash
of Sollas's lights. They relieved himof his flag and frisked himfor weapons. The entire force
then formed a box around himand | ed himaway, not into the tower but around toward the building' s
side. Taking himto sonmeone in authority? Tel ek wondered. Maybe even to the officer in charge of
their antiaircraft weapons?

They all di sappeared around the corner ... and a mnute later the breeze carried with it the sound
of a single gunshot.

Chapter 19

The bus pulled finally to a stop beside a darkened buil ding and Moff notioned toward the door with
his pistol. "Qut," the old nman added unnecessarily. Keeping his novenents snooth and

nont hreat eni ng, Justin stood up and | et the Qasamans escort hi m out si de.

The buil ding was a shock of deja vu, and it took Justin only a second to realize what it rem nded
himof. "Looks like a stunted version of the Sollas airfield tower," he remarked as Mff |ed him
toward a guard-flanked door. "Qddly out of place here in the nmddle of a city."

Mff didn't answer. Two separate doors at |east, Justin noted, scanning the structure casually,
and three floors with wi ndows. Lots of ways in. Cone on, Alno—-hit these guys and let's see what's
in there.

But no flashes of laser light interrupted themas they wal ked to the building door. There Moff
stopped and turned, leveling his gun at Justin's chest. "You will put your hands behind your back
now," the old man said from behind the ring of Qasamans.

Justin conplied, and cold netal bands cl anped

around his wists. A/'nb, where are you? he thought

fiercely, flicking glances at the surroundi ng buil dings.

Mof f | ed them between the guards and into* life
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bui l di ng. The hi gh-security building where the Qasamans felt it safe to bring an unknown danger
The sweat was beginning to break out on Justin's forehead. It's all right, he told hinmself. It's
all right. So you're on your own; but you've been trained for this sort of thing. Two doors, and
three fl oors of w ndows, renenber? Getting away will be a snap. Carefully he let his fingers
explore the cuffs holding him The wist rings were dauntingly thick ... but it was a short chain,
not a solid bar, that connected them A nonent's experinentation showed he could curl either of
his fingertip lasers to rest against one of the links. Wile he might get burned in the process,
it should only take a few seconds to cut hinself free. Though not if the targeting |lock wanted to
hit the mojos first.... Shivering at what could have been a nasty m stake, he cancel ed the | ock
Take it easy, Justin—you're letting yourself get flustered.

Moff led themdown a hallway to an elevator. A car was waiting for them "Were are we goi ng?"
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Justin asked, just to break the silence.

But no one answered. Three of the guards herded Justin into the car; Mff and the old man joi ned
them Steady, kid, steady. Justin bit down on his rising fear. Just see where they' re taking you,
then knock 'em agai nst the watts and out a w ndow.

Mof f pushed the bottomof a long row of buttons ... and the el evator started down.

Down. Into the ground—deep into the ground, if the buttons were each a full floor—where there were
no doors or wi ndows to escape through. And for perhaps the first tinme in his life Justin realized
he was terrified. The universe, which had al ways seened to protect him was a |long way up, far
above his little elevator car. He was surrounded by the armed guards and hairtrigger killer birds
of a frightened and angry society ... and it dawned on himw th a sharpness Hkquthe snell of ozone
that the nen he would soon -bej facing intended himto die in this deep hole. They
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didn't know he was a Moreau, didn't care that he was a Cobra, and when they were through with him
they would kill him

And Justin pani cked.

Al'l thoughts of finding out what this place was, all considerations of not revealing his Cobra
equi pnent, all thoughts even of nercy—-all of it sinply fled his mind before the bubbling wave of
pani c that welled suffocatingly up into his throat. The men, guns, and npbj os surroundi ng himwere
a claustrophobic pillow across his face ... and w thout making a conscious decision to do so, he
expl oded into action.

H's fingertip lasers and sonic fired first, the former at the chain binding his wists, the latter
in a stunning wavefront in all directions. An instant later his head slammed into an invisible
wal | and he recogni zed with a fresh surge of panic the folly of using a sonic in such an encl osed
space. His arnms tugged convul sively agai nst the handcuffs as the lasers fired again, and abruptly
the nmetal snapped and his arns swung free.

But the brief sonic blast and flash of Iight had alerted the Qasamans. Even as Justin's arms came
| oose they were grabbed by hard hands. Grabbed tightly—and the servos beneath the skin and muscle
twisted the arns up and forward, slanmming the two nen head to head. Their grips slipped and he
pull ed free—and then there was no tinme for anything but terror as the five npjos screaned to the
att ack.

Justin's mind bl anked conpletely then, and the only nmenory he had of what happened next was the
sounds of the birds and the horrible thunderstorm dazzle of a hundred | aser flashes...

The stench brought himback to reality a few seconds later; the stench of burned neat and of his
own vomt. Unsteadily, he got to his feet and | ooked around at the carnage. The npjos—all of
them—were dead. The five Qasamans . . . Justin couldn't tell. Two of themdefinitely were, with
promi nent | aser burns
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over vital spots, but the others—Mff included—were | ess certain. But whether burn shock, the
sonic, or his flailing arns had put them out of action wasn't inportant. They could not hurt him
and he had no desire to inquire further.

The el evator was still going down. The whole thing had clearly taken less time than it'd seened
to, and it penetrated dimy into Justin's rattled consci ousness that unless the el evator contained
nmonitors the Qasamans waiting bel ow for himwuld be unaware of what had just happened. He night

still be able to escape.

He jabbed at his best guess for the ground floor button ... and then at a second and a third
before he realized that, unlike those on Aventine, this elevator design didn't allow for
cancel | ation. The car woul d keep going down until it reached the floor Mff had signal ed. Were

nore Qasamans would be waiting for him

He had flipped over on his back on the unnoving bodies and his antiarnor |aser was already tracing
an of f-center square in the ceiling before he recognized on a conscious |level that he would not,
could not, face whatever awaited himat the bottom of the

" elevator shaft. The false ceiling and relatively thin netal behind it were no match for the

| aser, and as the charred square fell practically into his lap Justin scranbled to his feet. He
took a bare second to gain his balance and junped.

Never before, not even in training, had he pushed his leg servos to their limt, and he actually
gasped in shock as he shot through the opening like a nisshapen missile. All around him only
dimy visible even with the aid of his enhancers, were cables and guy lines. A flicker of light
froma door crack washed over hi mthen another, and anot her—-he was sl ow

4 ing down—stopping in mdair—

"A"lnstinctively, he grabbed; and a second | ater he
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was agai n movi ng downard, his arms wapped solidly around the main el evator cable.

So he was out of the car, and out of the direct line of fire fromthe Qasamans below ... but he
was still deep within their stronghold and had left a trail a child could follow. He had to figure

out a way to escape, and he had to do so fast.

Qddl y enough, though—er so it seenmed to hi m—the suffocating panic had dissipated far enough for
himto be able to think again. His incredible junp had been a sl edge-hanmer rem nder both of the
power his Cobra equi pnent gave himand of the fact that his father, too, had once been inprisoned
like this and had survived.

A sheet of light swept by: one of the landing doors he'd junped past seconds ago. On a hunch, he
shoved off the cable toward it, fingers and feet finding holds on framework and openi ng-nmechani sm
bars. He found a narrow | edge to stand on and regai ned his bal ance as, a neter away, the cable
continued its way down.

Carefully, he took a shuddering breath. / am Justin Mreau, he rem nded hinself firmy. A Cobra,
following in nmy father's footsteps. | witt—+ will-—survive this. Fine. So howdo | start?

One thing was for sure: he had several floors to go before he even got to the surface. Shifting
his grip, he | eaned out as far as he safely could. The position of the door directly above could
be inferred fromreflected |ight, but there were too many bars and other netallic junk in the way
for it to be visible. So junping floor to floor was out; ditto for clinmbing through stuff that
questionable. A service |adder? But a quick survey of the shaft showed nothing that would serve
such a function

A neter away, the cable abruptly slowed and stopped ... and from bel ow cane the faint sound of

el evat or doors openi ng.

Again Justin shifted position, swinging his left leg to point directly toward the hole he'd cut in
the car's
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ceiling and sinultaneously bringing up his optical enhancers' magnification capabilities. The
sight of the bodies on the floor sent a fresh wave of revul sion through him but before he had
time for nore than a quick shiver there was an expl osion of Qasaman voi ces from bel ow, and soneone
stepped into the car

Damm, Justin nouthed the word, caught once nore in indecision. Should he try and get out of the
shaft before the Qasamans bel ow came to the obvious conclusion as to his whereabouts, or should he
stay and try to discourage pursuit?

The deci sion was nade for him Abruptly, the figure bel ow becane a face and a pistol, and the
shaft thundered with the echo of his shot.

A wild shot, of course; he couldn't have any idea where Justin actually was. The Cobra's response
was considerably nore accurate, and even at this range the antiarnor |aser was perfectly adequate
for such a purpose. The gunner fell in a heap onto the bodi es beneath him A second face appeared,
and Justin shot that one, too—

And from bel ow cane the sound of the car's doors closing. A second |ater, the cable beside him
started upwards

Justin gaped for a couple of heartbeats before his nmental wheels caught and he junped over to
again cling to the cable. Wat had happened was now obvi ous: having reached the floor Mff had
sent it to, the elevator was now responding to the buttons Justin had pushed on the way down.

For the nonent, at |east, Justin seened to be one step ahead of them

After the flurry of activity preceding it, the ride toward ground |l evel seened to drag on and on
and it gave himthe chance to assess his own injuries. Both hands, particularly the little
fingers, were speckled with tiny nmolten-netal burns fromhis blasting of tile handcuff chain an
eternity earlier. The rings thenselves were biting hard into his wists as he pressed
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agai nst the greasy cable. Sonething, presumably bl ood, was dripping slowmy down his cheek froma
cut over his left eye that hurt Iike blazes. He hadn't realized before that any of the nobjos had
gotten so close ... and the thought of what mnight have happened—er coul d yet happen—

Reality broke into the unconfortable speculation: the elevator was slow ng down. The car, he
estimated, was about three floors below him Wen the doors opened he woul d begin sliding dow the
cable toward it, keeping his antiarnor |aser ained and ready. |If the Qasamans still hadn't caught
on he would drop through the ceiling hole, out the door, and make a nad dash for the exit, relying
on his speed and conputerized reflexes to get himthrough

Bel ow hi mthe car doors opened—and as they did, the top of the car was abruptly flooded with |ight
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and the roar of sustained gunfire exploded into the shaft.

Justin jerked violently, nearly losing his grip. The car was already being obscured by a haze of
snoke. Through it the staccato flashing of the guns lit up the shaft with an unearthly gl ow.
Splinters of shattered steel scythed the air in counterpoint to the invisible battering of the
bull ets that were denolishing everything in range.

And Justin's brief respite from panic was over.

Across from hi m anot her of the | anding doors was visible in the flickering light. As the barrage
bel ow reached its peak his | eg swng convul sively around, the laser within it tracing a distorted
el li pse across the doors. For that heart-rending second it didn't matter that the Qasamans mni ght
have a dozen gunnen ringing each el evator door; didn't even matter that a nonent's study probably
woul d have reveal ed an energency nmechani smthat night have given themfar |ess warning of his
presence. Al that mattered was that the guns bel ow coul d be turned upwards at any second, and
that he wanted out of the deathtrap
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now. Twisting his legs to the horizontal, he shoved hard against the cable with his hands. The
charred ellipse broke like foil as he hit it, and he flew helplessly into the hallway beyond,
slamming into the far wall and bouncing off into a barely bal anced crouch

The hal | way was enpty.

For a I ong noment he sat there trembling on his haunches, his brain struggling to pierce the
unreality of the situation to figure out what had happened. They knew he was in the shaft—the roar

of gunfire still com ng from bel ow nore than proved that. So why weren't all the exits fromthe
shaft bei ng guarded?

Because they thought he was still on the el evator roof?

Probably. A conceal ed weapon would likely not have been powerful enough to kill the two nen from
any further away than the roof. And they wouldn't have any idea just how high his servos let him
j unp.

Getting to his feet, he gul ped a ragged breath and took stock of the situation. The hall way
stretched for thirty nmeters or so in both directions, its walls lined with inconprehensibly

| abel ed doors. At the far ends small w ndows reflected his inmage.

Smal |, but probably |arge enough to get through. Picking the closest of the two ends, Justin
headed for it at a dead run

And he alnpst made it. But if guarding all exits fromthe el evator shaft hadn't been the Qasamans
first priority, neither had it been forgotten. H's own footsteps maski ng the sound of their
approach, Jus-tin's first warning was the blood-chilling screamof a nmojo directly behind him He
twi sted around, getting just the briefest glinpse of talons arcing for his face before his
nanocomnput er took over.

The servos in his |legs wenched himto the side, out of the nojo's Iine of flight. Its w ngtips
brushed his face as it overshot him screaning again in what sounded uncannily |ike rage. At the
far end of the hall, five Qasanmans had cone from sonmewhere, their
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guns ai ned and ready; and four nore nojos were sweeping to the attack

And for the second tinme that night the sight of the birds drove all reason and nerve fromhis

m nd. Falling backwards to slam against the wall, he snapped his burned hands up ... and as his
brain fogged over with terror, his nanoconputer turned theminto fountains of laser fire.

He canme to a few seconds later to find all five nbjos dead. At the end of the hallway, he could
see at |east three Qasaman bodies, as well. The survivors—f there'd been any—had vani shed.
Wtnesses to his Cobra firepower; but that thought didn't occur to Justin until a long tine
afterwards. Back on his feet, he headed again for his target wi ndow, sonic disruptor focused on
it. The weapon found and | ocked onto the window s prinmary resonance, increased its anplitude ..
and with Justin two steps fromit, the glass shattered, taking much of the sash framework with it
inits violent dem se. Increasing his speed, Justin put down his head and dove through the hole.
Three fl oors below him the edge of the tower was a blaze of floodlights and the crazy-quilt
shadow pattern of running nen. Justin saw just enough to realize he would nost |ikely |land outside
the lit area before his nanoconputer pulled his arnms and legs tightly in toward his torso. He
tensed; but a second |later when the linbs snapped out to nornmal position again he was relieved to
find the conputer's calcula* tion had been correct. Properly vertical once nore, he hit the ground
on his feet, servos taking the inmpact as they fought against his forward nonentumto regain his
bal ance before he ran full tilt into the building i mediately across fromhis former prison. The
effort was a success; turning to run parallel to the building, he sprinted to the nearest corner
and rounded it. He'd not had a chance yet to really focus on his
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surroundi ngs, but as he picked up speed now he realized the universe had betrayed himone fina
tinme. Directly ahead the buildings and street abruptly gave way to the sort of open grassland that

surrounded Sollas as well. The bus had taken himthrough several kiloneters of city before
reaching the tower; ergo, what he faced now was Purma's sout hwestern edge
He was running directly away from Rynstadt and Cerenkov ... directly away fromthe Dewdrop.

| should turn around, he thought. Or at least circle around a block or two and head back along a
different street. But his feet kept running; and as he crossed the sharp |ine between city and
grassland he finally recogni zed that no intentions in the world were going to nmake his body turn
around. Behind himwere the nojos, and the paralyzing fear their talons induced in himwas far
more terrifying than the tal ons thensel ves.

Hi s father had faced the night of whole Troft armies and won through without flinching ... and his
only Cobra son had turned out to be a coward.

The city was far behind himnow, but as Justin keyed in his optical enhancers he saw the forest
that had flanked the road into Purna had receded sharply this far south. The nearest edge, his
enhancers' range finder told him was over a kilonmeter away—nmuch too far to reach in tine if the
Qasanans had taken up the chase. Throwi ng a gl ance over his shoulder, Jus-tin skidded to a halt
and dropped down on his stomach in the knee-high grass, turning to face the city with all senses
alert.

But so far there was no sign of pursuit. Did they think he'd headed north, as he should have? O
were they perhaps not even aware yet that he'd escaped fromthe buil ding?

There was no way to tell ... and with enotional fatigue washing over him Justin al nost didn't
even care. Whatever he did now, Cerenkov and Rynstadt
208 Ti not hy Zahn

were as good as dead unless Pyre had already managed to free them No matter how fast Justin got
to their prison, he would find the place hip-deep in guards.

Hi s burns and bruises throbbed with aches both sharp and dull, but they were no match for his
fatigue. Slowy but inexorably his eyelids dragged thensel ves cl osed, his head sank down to rest
pillowed on his arms, his shane found the only oblivion avail able.

He slept.

Chapter 20

For the third tine in five mnutes a vehicle approached from ahead, and for the third tine Pyre
tensed and forced hinself to maintain a steady wal k. The vehicl e passed wi thout slow ng, and the
Cobra sighed quietly with relief.

Momentary relief, at best. If his nmenory of Sollas's |ayout was correct, he was only two or three
bl ocks fromthe building where Joshua and the others had been taken a week ago to neet Mayor

Ki mmreron. The trip so far had indicated that no one was considering the possibility that any of
the Aventinians could have nmade it this deep into the city, but it was equally clear that the
bubbl e coul d burst any tinme now. There were bound to be sentries surrounding the mayoral office,
as well as various people scurrying around with errands as these supposedly peace-fill people
continued their war against the Dewdrop, A straight-in penetration, Cobra firepower or no, was
likely to be pretty bloody. On both sides.

But so far he'd been unable to cone up with anything better. He'd passed a handful of parked cars,
but a quick check had showed their drive nechani sns were | ocked and he had no i dea how to bypass
the system Rooftop junping was possible, but its useful ness decreased in direct proportion to the
num
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her of nearby ears that m ght hear the thud of the |anding and eyes that mght see the |eap
itself. If he had sone tinmed bonbs he could set up a diversion a few bl ocks fromhis goal; but
none of his meager supply of equipnment could be adapted to such a purpose. The propellant in the
bull ets, perhaps? Surely there was a goodly anmount of it—you didn't take down an ani mal the size
of a bololin without a lot of punch behind the projectile. Bololins...

The ghost of an idea brushed his mnd. Looking around quickly to make sure he was unobserved, Pyre
found a dark section of wall and began to clinb. The rooftop, when he reached it, didn't have what
he was | ooking for; but a careful study showed a |ikely candidate two buil di ngs away. Two j unps

| ater he was squatting next to a square yellow box nounted with a | arge-nouthed horn. A bololin
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Fingertip |l asers nmade quick work of the box's access panel, and Pyre was soon poking gingerly

around the wires and conponents inside. The reasonable way to set such a device up was to run it

off the building's own power supply, with the on/off switch several floors down and inaccessible
but if the Qasamans had been as cautious here as they seened to be everywhere el se...

And they had. The horn's energency battery took up nearly a quarter of the box's vol une.

A few minutes' work tracing wires and Pyre had the system figured out. Cutting the main power |ine

here would allow the battery—and, nore inportantly, the energency trigger switch—nto the circuit.

The battery's switch seened to be designed for radio control, though. He would have to come up

with sonme other way to trigger the thing

By the time the prelimnary cutting and adjustrments were conplete he'd thought of one. Maybe. It

took nearly fifteen mnutes nore to conplete the

jury-rig trigger. Then, wi ping the sweat off his forehead, he took a nonent to study the

| andscape. The mayor's office ... that one there, probably. Crcle cautiously and find a roof past
it to wait on ... that one.

d ancing at his watch, Pyre grimaced. Tine was slipping away fromhim and with each lost mnute
the chances increased that the Qasanmans woul d kill one of their hostages or take sone action

agai nst the Dewdrop. Dropping down the side of the building, he began to run silently through the
deserted streets.

Luck was with him Fifteen mnutes later he was on his chosen rooftop, ready to go. Two buil di ngs
away, the mayoral building was, fromthe nmuted sounds reaching his ears, indeed surrounded by
mlling groups of people. Four blocks beyond it Pyre's optical enhancers |ocated the bololin alarm
and the stolen |ight-anp binoculars resting atop the box there. Taking a deep breath, Pyre | ocked
onto the binoculars, raised his left leg, and sent a | ow power antiarnor shot toward it.

The light triggered a pulse through the light-anp's electronics, a pulse which Pyre's rew ring
sent not to the |l enses but around the alarm s enmergency swi tch system—

And the hoot of the horn tore into the darkness.

Pyre was ready. Stray eyes were still a danger, but for the nonent there was no way anyone in the
street bel ow was going to hear the inpact of his |andings. He reached the edge of his building and
junped, getting a glinpse of running people below. He hit the next roof, crossed it in a dead run
and with a quick prayer to the patron of fools, junped again.

Not to the mayoral building roof, but to a spot mdway down the side—and that only to provide a
slight braking inpact before he hit the street. The buil ding was seven stories high, its lit

wi ndows testifying to activity inside, and Pyre knew he was taking
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a big ganmble going in at ground level. But the mayor's office itself had been on the first floor
and the Cobra was betting that Qasaman paranoia would bury the nost inmportant facilities
under gr ound.

And then he hit the street and there was no tinme left for planning and thought. Mst of the thirty
or so people in sight were hurrying away fromhimin the direction of the hooting alarm but the
two who flanked the ornate door were standing fast ... and their frozen astoni shnent didn't extend
to their nojos.

But the birds saw no drawn weapon, and their nmovenents were the slow ones of surprised study
instead of the swifter ones of attack. Pyre targeted and shot both out of the air; and then, as
the guards belatedly reacted, he shot themas well. He took the three outside steps in a single
bound and sli pped i nside.

He hadn't been paying all that much attention to the route the one tine Cerenkov's team had been
in this place, but fortunately the | ayout seenmed straightforward. Pyre followed the main corridor
to the first junction and branched right. At the next cross corridor he turned left, ainming toward
the center of the building—and there, barely ten neters away, were the two liveried guards he
renenbered seeing at the mayor's door.

They | ooked at himin frowning surprise, hands dropping to their guns. Pyre shot both of them out
fromunder their nojos, then killed the birds as they tried to disengage their talons fromtheir
epaul et perches and becone airborne. Mentally bracing hinself, he shoved the doors open and
stepped i nside, hands held at the ready.

It was al nost a repeat of the scene he'd seen through Joshua's sensors the last tine, with two

i mportant exceptions. The fumes that both he and the contact team had mi ssed out on before were an
alnmost literal sledgehanmer to the nose, bringing himto an abrupt
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halt and nearly gagging him And this time the mayor's cushiony throne was vacant.
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It took Pyre a handful of heartbeats to get his breath and voice back. For the people seated at
the I ow tables around the throne, those few seconds turned out to be their salvation. \Wether the
funmes enhanced their mental processes or whether they were sinply naturally observant he didn't
know, but by the tine he was able to function again all of them had apparently deduced who he was
and were nmaking mad dashes fromthe room Wthin seconds the scene was deserted.

"Damm, " Pyre murnured under his breath. The snoke, he discovered, tasted odd, too. Cicking up his

audi o enhancers, he held his breath ... and from sonewhere out of sight anmong the free-hanging
curtains he heard the faint sound of shall ow breat hing.
So they hadn't all nmade it out of boltholes. Was die straggler arned? Probably ... though none of

the others had tried to use their guns, and that carried sone interesting inplications. But even
if the skul ker was afraid to shoot. Pyre had no desire to hunt himdown in this nmaze, with only
the diffuse sounds of breathing to guide him But there night be another way. If the nojos were
really as touchy about weapons as they'd seemed when the contact teamfirst stepped outside the
Dewdrop's | ock ..

Left hand ready for trouble, he reached down with his right and drew his stolen pistol

The sound of steel on leather was loud in the silent roomand the single flap of bird w ngs that
foll oned gave direction enough. Ahead and to the left ... he sprinted around the curtains there
and cane face to face with a crouching, terror-eyed man.

For a second they gazed at each other in silence. Pyre's nain attention was on the Qasanan's noj o,
but the bird seened to realize that an attack would be suicide, and it stayed put on its shoul der
perch. Shifting his full attention to the man, Pyre said the only Qasaman word he knew

"Ki mmeron. "
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The ot her, apparently m sunderstandi ng, shook his head wildly. "Sibbio," he choked, slapping his
chest with an open palm eyes dropping to the gun still in Pyre's hand. "Sibbio."

Pyre grinmaced and tried again. "Kimreron. Kimmeron?" He waved his free hand vaguely around the
room

The Qasanman got it then. Even through the haze of funes Pyre saw his face visibly pale. Doesn't
know where the mayor is? O does know and the place is top-secret? The |atter, he suspected,;
Sibbio's clothes seened too ornate for a mere servitor. Taking a long step forward, the Cobra
glared as hard as he could at the man. "Kinmeron," he bit out harshly.

The other gazed into Pyre's eyes and silently got to his feet.

The bolthole was right where, in retrospect. Pyre should have expected to find it: directly in
front of the cushiony throne. Sibbio showed himthe hidden |Iever that rel eased the trap door

| ooki ng down the hole, Pyre saw the neter-square shaft change a few neters down into a curving
ranp that presumably dunped the passengers into the safety of a heavily guarded room sonmewhere
down the line.

Unfortunately, the trap's position inplied it was al so useful for getting undesirables out of the
mayor's sight, which neant the guards bel ow woul d be trained to handl e potential nuisances. But

there was nothing Pyre could do about that on his tine budget ... and now that the trap was open
there was no point in further hesitation. Gving Sibbio's nbojo one last glance, the Cobra stepped
into the pit.

It was a smooth enough ride, the curved section of tunnel beginning early enough and gradually
enough to ease himonto his back for the final thirty-degree slope. It was also a much shorter
trip than he'd planned on, and he had barely registered the dimsquare outline rushing toward him
when he shot through the light-blocking curtain and | anded flat on
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his back on a giant foampad, the gun slipping fromhis grip as he hit. H s eyes adjusted—

To find a ring of guns surrounding him

Five of them he counted as he lay notionless. The guard nearest his fallen weapon scooped it up,
jamming it into his own enpty holster. "You will nake no nove," said a nan standing at Pyre's feet
inthe mddle of the semcircle, in harshly accented Anglic.

Pyre | ocked eyes with him then sent his gaze leisurely around the ring of guards. "I want to talk
to Mayor Kinmeron," he said to the spokesnan

"You will not nove until you are judged to be weaponless," the Qasaman told him

"I's Ki meron here?"

The other ignored his question. He spoke instead to his nen, two of whom handed their weapons to
the others. They knelt down on either side of Pyre ... and the Cobra kicked his heels hard into

t he pad.

The pad was spongy, but the kick had servo strength behind it and an instant |later Pyre was
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flipping rigidly around the pivot point of his head. One of the guns barked, too |late—and then it
was too late for any further response as Pyre triggered the |aser salvo he'd set up while | ooking
around the guard ring. For an instant the room blazed with laser fire ... and by the tine Pyre's
body had completed its flip the five Qasamans were kneeling or Iying on the floor in various
stages of shock, their flash-heated guns scattered anong t he dead npj os.

Pyre got to his feet, eyes seeking the spokesman. "I could as easily have killed all of you," he
said calmy. "I'mnot here to kill Mayor Ki mreron—=

Wt hout warning, the other four Qasamans |eaped to their feet and rushed him

He let themcone; and as the first one got within range, he snapped out his armto catch the other
in the chest with his palm There was a wunph of expelled air, the sharper crack of snapped ribs,
and the Qasa-nan flew two neters backwards to crash to the floor.

216

Ti mot hy Zahn

COBRA STRI KE

217

The other three skidded to a halt, and Pyre saw an abrupt swelling of fear and respect in their
faces. It was one thing, he reflected, to be disarned by effectively nagical bursts of light; it
was quite another to see brute physical force in action. O to feel it, for that matter. The
tenporary nunbness in his palmwas wearing off and the skin there was aching like fury. The
Qasanman woul d feel a | ot worse when he woke up. If he ever did.

Pyre's eyes caught the spokesman's again. "lI'mnot here to kill Mayor Kinmreron, but merely to talk
with him" he said as calmy as his tingling hand permtted. "Take me to him Now. "

The other licked his lips, glancing over to where one of his nen was mnistering to his injured
col | eague. Then, | ooking back at Pyre, he nodded. "Follow nme this way." He said something else to
his men, then turned and headed for a door in the far end of the room Pyre followed, the two
remai ni ng Qasamans falling into step behind him

They passed through the door, and Pyre felt a split second of deja vu. The sanme cushiony throne
and low tables as in the office upstairs were here as well. But this roomwas snaller, and the
hangi ng curtains had been replaced by banks of visual displays.

And gl aring darkly at one of the displays was Mayor Ki nmeron.

He | ooked up as Pyre and his escort approached, and the Cobra waited for the inevitable reaction.
Ki meron's gaze swept Pyre's matted hair and growm h of beard; his borrowed jacket over canoufl age
survival suit; the dead nmoj o now hangi ng over his shouD-der by a single thread. But his expression
didn't change, and when he | ooked up again at Pyre's face the Cobra was struck by the brightness
of the other's eyes, "You are fromthe ship," Kimreron said calmy. "You left it before our cordon
was set up. How?"

"Magic," Pyre said shortly. He glanced around the room Another fifteen or so Qasamans were
present,

nearly all of themstaring in his direction. Al had the usual sidearm and nojo, but no one | ooked
like he was interested in nmaking any nove for his weapon. "Your underground command post?" he
asked Ki nmmeron.

"One of them" the other nodded. "There are many nore. You will gain little by destroying it."
"I"'mnot really interested in destroying anything," Pyre told him "I'mhere nmainly to arrange our
conpani ons' rel ease."

Kimeron's lip curled. "You are remarkably slow to learn," he spat. "Didn't the death of your

ot her messenger teach you a | esson?"

Pyre felt his nouth go dry. "Wat other nessenger? You nean the contact tean®?"

For a monent the other frowned. Then his face

4 cleared in understandi ng. "Ah. The janmm ng of your

°r; radi o signals was effective against you, at least. | see.

So you do not know the man Wnward | eft your ship

\% wi t hout perm ssion and was shot."

W nwar d? Had Tel ek started her breakout attenpt |f already? "Wiy did you shoot hin?" he snapped.
"You ''(: just said he was a nessenger— i;.; "For the unprovoked deaths of eight nmen in Purma and
six here you are all responsible. You have spied i. and you have nurdered, and your puni shment

will H be that of death."

?:+ Pyre stared at him mnmental wheels unable to catch. v Wnward ... shot down |like a spine

| eopard, proba-:, bly without so nuch as a warning. Then why aren't V; they shooting at nme? Sinple
fear?—he woul dn't be '<?; taken by surprise, after all. O was it something nore | practical? Wth
W nward gone and whatever the hell |: had happened in Purnma—whatever that was—all over, $'''. did
they want a live Cobra to study? :;.., Hs gaze drifted to the particular bank of displays >J|-
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Ki mreron had been studying. Roons, corridors, out-'” side views ... three showed the Dewdrop. Muist
be £ fromthe airfield tower, he realized. Live picture? If so
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there was still a chance for sone of themto escape; the ship seened undanmaged.

"W woul d prefer to keep you alive at present," Kimeron broke into his thoughts. "You, and the
ones naned Cerenkov and Rynstadt, have no possibility of escaping. | tell you this so that you
will not try and thereby force us to kill you prematurely.”

"Qur ship mght escape,” Pyre pointed out. "And it will tell our people of our inprisonnent."”
"Your ship, too, cannot escape." Kinmmeron was quietly certain. "The weapons set against it wll
destroy it before it reaches the end of the field."

But the Dewdrop can lift straight up. Wuld that make enough of a difference? There was no way to
know ... but given the national paranocia, Pyre tended to doubt it. "I'd still like to talk to you
about rel ease of our conpanions,"” he told the mayor, just for sonething to say.

Ki nmreron arched his eyebrows. "You speak foolishness,” he bit out. "W have you and t he body of

W nward, from which your so-named 'nmagi cl powers can surely be learned."

"Qur mmgi ¢ cannot be learned froma corpse," Pyre lied. /

"You are still alive," the other said pointedly. "From Cerenkov and Rynstadt we will obtain
i nformati on about your culture and technology which will prepare us for any attack your world
| aunches against us in the future. And from your ship—ntact or in pieces—ae will |earn even nore,

per haps enough to finally regain star travel. Al that is within our hands; what could you offer
of greater value for allow ng your departure?”

There was no answer Pyre could give to that ... and it occurred to himthat a nethod which all owed
its users to learn Anglic in a week mght indeed | et themreconstruct the Dewdrop and its systens
from what ever w eckage renmai ned after its destruction

Whi ch neant that his gallant rescue attenpt was
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now, and al ways had been, dooned to failure. Cerenkov and Rynstadt were beyond hel p, and Pyre's
own | ast mnutes would be spent right here in the mayor's underground nerve center. |If he could
sonmehow find the conmuni cati ons panel —and then find a way to shut off or broadcast through the

j anm ng—and then figure out how to signal the Dewdrop to get the hell away—and all before sheer
wei ght of nunbers overwhel ned hi m—

And as the inpossibilities of each step lined up before himlike nountains the universe presented

hima gift. Asmall gift, hardly nore than a sign ... but He sawit, and Kimmeron did not, and he
had the satisfaction of giving the mayor a genuine snile. "Wiat do | have to offer, M. Mayor?" he
said calmy. "A great deal, actually ... because all that was in your hands a nonment ago is even
now slipping through your fingers."

Ki mmreron frowned ... and as he started to speak Pyre heard a sharp intake of breath fromthe guard
spokesman beside him Kimeron twisted to | ook behind him... and when he turned back his face was

pal e. " How-=2"

"How?" Pyre shifted his eyes over Kimeron's shoulder, to the displays that showed the airfield
tower and environs.

— that had done so a few nminutes earlier. Now, the entire bank showed a uniform gray.

How? "Very sinple, M. Mayor," Pyre said ... and suppressed the shiver of that boyhood nmenory.
Li ke MacDonal d before himon that awful day of vengeance against Challinor.... "Wnward, it
appears, has returned fromthe dead."

Chapter 21

It was so unexpected-so totally unexpected—that Wnward never even had a chance to react. One

m nute he was wal ki ng around the tower with his Qasanan escort, surreptitiously searching the

buil ding and i mredi ate area for weapons and additional guards and trying to work out exactly what
he woul d say when they reached whoever he was being taken to. Just wal ki ng peacefully ... and then
the | eader nuttered sonething and turned around ... and before Wnward could do nore than focus on
the other the night Iit up with a thunderous flash and a sl edgehammer slammed into the center of
his chest, blow ng hi mbackwards into nothingness as the crack of the | ethal shot echoed in his
ears. ..

The bl ackness in his brain faded slowy, and for what seemed |like hours he drifted slowy toward
the reality he could faintly sense above him The pain came first—dull, throbbing pain in his
chest; sharp, stinging pain in his eyes and face—and with that breakthrough the rest of his senses
began to function again. Sounds filtered in: footsteps, doors opening and cl osing, occasi ona

i nconpr ehensi bl e voi ces. He di scovered he was on his back, bouncing rhythmically as if being
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carried, and every so often he felt a trickle of sonething run down his ribs under his tunic.
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And slowy, he realized what had happened.

He' d been shot. Deliberately and maliciously shot. And was probably dying.

The only general rule he could recall fromhis first-aid training was that injury victins should
not be unnecessarily noved. And so he remained still, eyes closed against the pain there, as he
wai ted for loss of blood to dimhis consciousness back into darkness.

But it wasn't happening. On the contrary, with each passing heartbeat he felt his m nd sharpening,
with strength and sensation rapidly returning to his linbs. Far fromdying, he was actually com ng
back to life.

What the hel | ?

And it was only then, as his body and brain finally nmeshed enough to localize his wound, that he
reali zed what had happened.

The Qasaman had shot himin the center of his chest. Directly over the breastbone. The breastbone
whi ch, coated with ceranic |am nae, was functionally unbreakabl e.

The afternath was | ess clear, but its nmain points weren't hard to figure out. The bullet's inpact
had knocked the air out of him possibly even tenporarily stopped his heart, and for the past few
seconds or minutes he'd been fighting to get oxygen back into his system H s face and eyes nust
have taken the inpact of burning propellant to sting as they did, and for a painful heartbeat he
recogni zed that he m ght have been permanently bli nded.

But sonehow even that didn't seeminportant at the nonent. He was alive, he was reasonably
functional —

And the Qasamans thought he was dead.

They woul d pay for that mnistake. Pay in bl ood.

Starting right now. Wnward' s eyes m ght be unusable, but the optical enhancers set into the skin
around them were harder to danage and fed into the optic nerves further back inside the skull's
protection. They
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weren't really designed to replace normal vision, but a mnute's experinmentation showed that a
zero-magni fication setting conbined with the | owest |ight-anp | evel provided an adequate picture
Bet ween t he four head-and-upper-torsos bobbing at the edges of the view, he could see a ceiling
passi ng overhead. Carefully, keeping the notion slow, he eased his head a few degrees to the side.
A coupl e of doors went by, the party turned a corner, and abruptly they were through open double
doors and into a white-walled roomw th bright steel fixtures extending to the ceiling in various
pl aces. The four stretcher-bearers set himdown on a hard table, and he let his head loll so to
leave it turned to his right, toward the exit. The men left, closing the doors behind them and he
was al one,

Though probably not for long. The roomhe was in was very obviously a sick bay or surgery, and in
the Qasamans' place Wnward would want a prelinmnary dissection started on a dead Cobra as quickly
as possible. The doctors were probably prepping in another room and could arrive at any tine.
Forcing hinmself to again nove slowy, Wnward eased his head up and down until he |ocated the

gl assy eye of a fisheye nmonitor canera. It was in a back upper corner, out of direct |line of any
of his lasers or his sonic disrupter. He could Iift his hands and fire, of course, but if sonmeone
was wat ching the nonitor closely the alarmwoul d be rai sed before he even got through the double
doors into the hall. Using his omidirectional sonic to shake up the picture before shooting

woul dn't hel p appreciably, either. Wiat he really needed was a diversion.

Behi nd himthere was the sound of a door opening, and a second |ater four white-gowned people cane
around the rmaze of support equi pnment and into view.

And a diversion abruptly becane vital. The soldiers and stretcher-carriers outside mght mss his
sl ow breathing or the fact that the skin of his chest
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was still bleeding, but the approaching doctors hadn't a chance in hell of doing so. He had to
keep them away before they found out he was still alive.

The | eader was within a neter of himnow Activating his omidirectional, Wnward ran it to its

| owest frequency setting and held his breath.

Their reaction was all he could have hoped for. The |l eader jerked to a stop as the inaudi bl e waves
hit him the second in line stunbling into himas she staggered slightly. For a mnute they al
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stood together in a little knot just beyond the nost unconfortable zone, conversing in voices that
sounded both concerned and irritated. Wnward waited, gritting his teeth hinself against the gut-
rattling sound as he waited for their next nove.

It cane quickly, and was one nore indication of how nuch the high command wanted the Cobra

di ssected i medi ately. Waving the others back, the |eader picked up a sharp-Iooking instrunment
froma nearby tray and stepped to the table. He reached down to pull back Wnward's tunic—

And junped back with a strangl ed gasp as the Cobra's sonic disrupter flash-heated the skin of his
hand. Followed by one of the others, he dashed around the table to the back door, shouting as he
ran.

The door opened and cl osed, and for a nonment the |last two Qasamans huddl ed together, whispering in
fear or awe or both to each other. Wnward tried to guess what they'd try next, but the grinding
of his sonic conbined with the throbbing pain in his chest and face was fogging his mind too much
for himto hold a coherent train of thought.

Again, he didn't have long to wait. One of the two di sappeared toward the back of the room
returning a minute later with a coil of insulated electrical cable. Snaring a knife fromthe
instrunment tray, he began stripping the insulation fromone end ... and as the other Qasanan

pl ugged the wire's other end into what appeared to be a ground socket beneath a
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wall outlet, Wnward realized with growi ng excitenment that the break he'd hoped for was here.
Clearly, the Qasamans had junped to the conclusion that their coll eague had suffered an el ectrica
burn fromWnward' s body and were preparing to try and drain the excess charge away.

Anot her minute and they were ready. The first Qasanan replaced the knife in the tray and swing the
bare copper wire gently as he prepared to loft it over the Cobra's chest. Myving his right hand
fractionally, Wnward lined up his fingertip | aser on the socket where the cable had been
grounded. It was going to be a bit of a stretch, but he had no choice but to try it. The copper
snake flew through the air, draped itself across his chest . . . and Wnward fired his arcthrower.
A bit of a stretch indeed, and for a heart-stopping fraction of a second he watched the clean
light of the laser burning its solitary way through the air wi thout any response fromthe
capacitors deep within his body cavity. Then the split second was past, and the ionized path
reached the required conductance and a lightning bolt shattered the air. And even as the
thundercl ap seened to split open Wnward's head, the sudden current flow overloaded the circuit

br eaker s—

And the room was plunged into darkness.

Wnward was off the table before the echoes had faded away; was out through the double doors a
second later. |If the nonitor canera hadn't been taken out with the roomis lights, it was al nost
guaranteed that the afterinage of that flash would nask the brief flicker of hall light as the
Cobra escaped.

For a wonder, the hall was deserted. Presumably the nedical area had no conmmand stations within it
and, hence, little traffic under normal conditions. He headed down the hall to ook for a
stairway; and as he did so, he carefully pried open his eyelids.

Not hi ng. The Qasaman's gunshot had blinded him Perhaps beyond even Aventine's surgical abilities.
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The cold fury simering within himbegan to heat up again. Along with York's arm it was one nore
score to be settled with this world.

He changed hal I ways twi ce before spotting anyone; and when he finally did, he hit the entire

j ackpot at once. Rounding a corner, he was just in tinme to see the elevator he'd been seeking

di sgorge a half dozen Qasanans barely ten nmeters away fromhim One of themwas the nman who' d shot
hi m

The whol e group froze in shock, and even the limted quality of his enhancer inage gave W nward
the grimsatisfaction of watching sheer unbelieving terror flood into his fornmer assailant's face.
Three seconds they all stood there; four seconds, five—and, abruptly, they all went madly for

t hei r weapons.

W nward pirouetted on his right foot and cut a blaze of death across themwth his antiarnor

| aser.

The npj os escaped that first shot, but even as they swept toward himin inpotent rage his
fingertip lasers shot themto the floor. Wnward didn't waste a backward gl ance as he junped over
the charred bodi es and between the closing el evator doors. The sel ector panel gave hi m nonentary
pause—there were at least three tinmes as nany buttons as the tower ought to need. But he knew
where he needed to go. Pushing the top button, he listened to the faint humof the elevator's
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nmot or and prepared hinself for conbat.

The door opened, and he stepped out into a dimMy-lit roomto face a dozen drawn pistols.

They barked as one ... but Wnward was no longer in the line of fire. Leg servos snapped him
upwards, flipped himover in tinme to hit the ceiling feet first, crashing shin-deep through the
tiles there to bounce off the stronger ceiling above; pushed himback toward the fl oor behind the
Iine of gunmen, again flipping himover in mdflight. He hit the floor with fingertip |asers
blazing ... and it was doubtful that any of the Qasanmans realized what had happened before they
di ed.
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Again the nojos outlived their nasters, and again Wn ward nmade that escape nonentary. But this
time one of them got through before dying, its talons opening up a ten-centineter gash in his |eft
arm

"Dam it all,"” Wnward snarled aloud, tearing off the bloody tunic sleeve and wapping it
awkwar dl y around t he wound. The anbush neant the alarm had gone out, though he hadn't heard any
sirens .. . and as he focused for the first tinme on the roomaround him he realized why they

hadn't needed any such war ni ng.

Ri ngi ng the room at eye |level were | arge w ndows—presunably one-way since he hadn't noticed any
wi ndows this high fromthe outside—through which he could see the Dewdrop |lying so painfully

vul nerabl e out on the darkened | anding field. Below the wi ndows was a ring of nonitor displays.

So he'd found the situation room or at |east an auxiliary one. On sonme of the displays arned nmen
wer e rushi ng about madly, and Wnward stepped back to the elevator doors to listen. The car was on
its way up—Filled, no doubt, with suicidal soldiers. Looking around the room he found the three
nmoni tor caneras and put |aser bolts into each. Blinder now than he was, they'd just have to guess

what he was up to ... and while they sweated that one, he had a couple nore surprises in store for
t hem

Moving to the side away fromthe Dewdrop, he put his face to the wi ndows there and | ooked down. He
hadn't had nmuch of a | ook out back before he was shot, but he'd seen sonething . . . and, sure
enough, from above he could pick out the heavy guns waiting in the tower's shadow. Ready to be
pushed from cover and throw explosives at the ship ... but only if there was soneone there to do

t he pushi ng.

The nearest nonitor cabinet displayed duplicates of a dozen other screens around the room as if
it was the feeder nexus for another monitor station el sewhere in the building. Wnward sent an

ar ct hr ower
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charge into the mechanismto trip out any power lines; then, gripping it firmy, he pulled it out
of its wall fastenings and raised it to a precarious balance over his head. The gl ass—er

what ever —ef t he wi ndow was tough: it took nearly fifteen seconds of the Cobra's sonic disrupter
W nwar d wondered what those bel ow woul d nake of the sudden rain of glass as he stepped to the
opening and hurled the cabinet at one of the guns with all the accuracy and strength his Cobra
gear could give him

The startled yel ps began the instant before the cabinet smashed into the gun crew, and,

si nul taneously, the el evator doors across the roomslid open. But Wnward didn't stay to count the
rei nforcements. Stepping into the shattered wi ndow frane, he turned and junped in a single notion
Hi s hands grabbed the wi ndow s upper edge as he flew past it, changing his direction and angul ar
vel ocity just enough to pinwheel himneatly onto the tower roof.

And right into the mddle of a small crowd who'd apparently rushed over to investigate the
commot i on bel ow.

Wnward didn't bother with lasers or sonics for this group, and they still didn't have a chance.
Swi nging his arms |ike a servo-powered threshing nachine, he hurled themin all directions,

bl eedi ng or stunned. The npjos were a different story; but he was getting used to their arch-

wi nged attack, and took a perverse pleasure in burning themout of the air. . And that flicker of
overconfidence nearly killed him... because four of the Qasaman conti ngent had stayed by their
weapons across the roof, and as Wnward | ooked up fromhis | atest carnage, he found their four
nMDj 0S arrowi ng in bare neters away.

Hi s conputerized refl exes saved himin that first instant, recognizing the projectile threat and

hurling himdown and to the side in a flat dive and roll. It was a naneuver he'd experienced
i nnunmerable tinmes while fighting spine |l eopards ... but neither spine
228
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| eopards nor the antipersonnel mnissiles the system had been designed for had the npjos' hairpin

maneuverability. Wnward had barely rolled back to his feet when the first two birds reached him
and this tine they got through his defenses.

He gasped with shock and pain as talons dug deep into his left forearm a beak shredding at the

makeshi ft bandage he'd w apped around the gash there. He twisted his head aside barely in time to

avoi d the second nmojo's slashing attack at his face, but even so its wing caught himfull across

the eyes, smashing the tip of his nose with stunning force. The | ast two npjos reached hi mthen

one swooping down to a grip on his right forearm the other Ianding on his right shoul der and

digging its beak into his cheek

And W nward went berserk.

He dropped onto his back and sl amed both forearns hard onto the rooftop, feeling nojo bones crack

under the crushing inpact. He smashed them down again and again until the bl oodi ed pul ps | ocosened

their grips and fell off. Reaching up with his right hand, he grabbed another nmojo by the neck and

twi sted hard. He heard it snap; and then the last bird was back, diving toward his face. He

grabbed for its feet, mssed, caught the wi ngs instead, and pulled sideways. One wing tore off,

and Wnward hurled both pieces fromhim Across the roof there was the flash-boom of a gunshot and

a bullet whistled past him Wnward swept his antiarnor |aser across the crouching gunnen, then

| eaped to his feet and ran to them

Al four were dead. Wnward gl ared down at them gasping for air ... and as his rage subsided into

the rivers of new pain conmng fromarns, cheek, and shoulder, his brain began to function again

and his eyes searched out the weapons his enem es had been nmanni ng.

Mortars, or sonething very nmuch |ike them Sinple tubes with a firing nechanismat the bottom the
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shel | s stacked nearby. By inference, they were designed with an equally sinple inmpact detonator

Scooping up an arnful, he trotted back to the rear of the roof.

A coupl e of faces were peering upwards fromthe wi ndow he'd snmashed, and his first shell therefore

went in there. The explosion blew out a couple nmore wi ndows, and Wnward followed it with one

aimed nmore toward the nonitor roonmis center. Then he turned his attention to the guns and ground

crews shooting uselessly at himfrombelow By the time his arns were enpty it was abundantly

clear that those cannons wouldn't be firing again for a long tine.

Behi nd him the roof stairway door slamed open. Wnward didn't even bother to | ook, but grabbed

t he parapet edge and swung down into the room bel ow. H s nanoconputer conpensated for a slight

over bal ance, and he | anded anong the gl ass shards on his feet.

The place was a ness. Wiere the two nortar shells had hit, floor and ceiling were torn and

bl ackened. Dozens of the nonitor screens had been snmashed by flying debris; the rest were bl ank

At | east six bodies were visible.

/ did all this. The thought hit himw th unexpected force, sending a queasy shiver through his

body. For the first time in his life, he truly understood why the Dom nion of Man had won its war

against the Trofts . . . and why its citizens had rejected their returning protectors

G ngerly, he picked his way through the rubble to the el evator and pushed the call button. Risky,

perhaps, if the Qasamans hadn't |earned yet not to send piles of people against him But the

enoti onal reaction conmbined with | oss of blood was naki ng himfeel |ight-headed, and for the

nonment the el evator seened safer than trying to handle stairs.

An instant later a flash of light fromthe side caught his eye, and he turned to find the woods

beyond the Dewdrop on fire.
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Involuntarily, he hissed with the fear that he'd been too late, that the ship was being attacked

But on the heels of that cane the menory of his instructions to Tel ek before he left. F ahl had

heard the expl osi ons and obediently swept the forest with laser fire. What it had done to the

soldiers waiting there was uncertain; but it had sure as hell not done much for the foliage, and

i f any surviving Qasamans were still at their posts they were probably thinking nore of escape

t han attack.

Speaki ng of which. ..

The el evator car arrived—enpty—and he punched the second button fromthe top. For a wonder, the

el evator perforned as directed—perhaps the override controls had been on the top floor?—and he

bounded out into a small, deserted room

Deserted, but not quiet. Like the floor above, this one was Filled with el ectronic gear, and from

a panel near the mddle two voi ces were speaking.

Proppi ng open the el evator doors, Wnward stepped over to the tal kative board. Comuni cati ons,
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probably, left running when the people on duty heard the ruckus overhead and wi sely cut out. He
wonder ed whet her the mike at this end was still open, decided there was a sinple way to find out.
"Can you hear nme?" he call ed.

The voi ces stopped abruptly. "Wio are you?" one of them asked a nonment later in passable Anglic.
"M chael Wnward, currently in charge of this tower," he said. If he was |lucky, they'd tell him
why he wasn't really in control yet, and he'd know where he needed to attack next. Link should
al ready be on his way over fromthe Dewdrop; together the two of them should be able to nmake a
respect abl e showi ng—

"M chael, this is Alnmp," Pyre's voice cut unexpectedly into the line. "Wat's your situation?"
Wnward had to try twice to get any words out. "Al no! Were are you?"

"I'n the mayor's underground command center, "
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Pyre replied. "Your return fromthe dead seens to have rattled hi msonewhat."

Despite his pain and weakness, Wnward felt a grimsnile spread across his face. Rattled, indeed
Qut-and-out terrified, if the man had any sense at all

Pyre was speaking again. "Now, M. Myor, the situation seens to have changed. | have you, Wnward
has the tower—
"He does not control the tower," Kimmeron put in. "I have been speaking to the tower commander—=

"I can take control whenever | wish," Wnward interrupted harshly. Pyre was clearly attenpting to
negotiate with the Qasamans; the stronger the hand Wnward could give him the better the chances
he could get back to the ship before he passed out fromloss of blood. "And the weapons trai ned on
the Dewdrop have been neutralized. F ahl can |ift any tine he wants to."

Ki mmreron's voice was |low, but his words were precise. "You seek to trade your lives for nore of
ours. | have said that that is an unacceptabl e bargain. You know too nmuch about us; at whatever
addi ti onal cost, you nust not be allowed to | eave."

Wnward didn't wait for Pyre's reply, but stepped quickly back into the elevator. In Kimeron's

pl ace he woul d probably have nade the sanme decision, and before Pyre's negotiations officially
broke down he wanted to be on his way back to the Dewdrop. The long fl oor-sel ection panel gl eaned
at himas he reached toward it—

And paused.

Al'l those those buttons ... far nmore than a building this size needed.

Bl ocki ng the doors open again, he stepped back into the conmmunicati ons room Pyre was sayi ng some-
;» thing about mass destruction; Wnward didn't bother ' to let himfinish. "A no?" he call ed.

"Li sten—+enenber the idea sonmeone had that a | ot of the Qasaman i ndustry was underground? | think
this tower is an
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entrance to the place. Shall | go out and get Dorjay and head down to take a | ook?"

He waited, heart pounding, hoping Pyre would know how to use the opening he'd just given him
Wnward had a dimidea, but his mnd was beginning to fog over, and he knew instinctively he
couldn't trust it to follow any straight logical lines. He hoped Pyre was in better shape.

"You seem upset, M. Myor," Pyre's voice canme through the fog. "May | assunme your underground
facilities are sonmething you'd rather we not see?" There was no response, and after a nonent Pyre
went on, "We can get down there, you know You've seen what we can do, and how little effect your
guns have on us. Wth our ship free and clear, we can go down the tower, take a good | ook, and
still get off Qasanm alive."

"W will kill you all," Kinmmreron said.

"You know better than that. So I'lI|l offer you a deal: release all our people unharmed and we'll

| eave w t hout seeing what you' ve got down there."

Ki mreron's | augh was a harsh bark. "You seek to trade something for a |lack of sonething. Even if |
wanted to agree, how could | persuade others to do so?"

"You explain that we take honme details of city and village life, or we take honme every secret

you' ve got," Pyre told himcoldly. "And your tine is running out. Wnward will start down the
tower in three nmnutes, and | can't guarantee Link won't find his way underground even sooner."
It took the mi| three minutes and a little nore, but in the end Ki nmeron agreed.

Chapter 22

It took another fifteen nminutes for Kinmeron to get the agreenent of the Purna officials who were
hol di ng Cerenkov and Rynstadt. The radio jamm ng wasn't lifted for five mnutes |onger, but Pyre
had al ready been allowed to send Link a nessage via the tower's outside speakers, warning the
other Cobra to lie low and hold off on any attack. Tel ek, when Pyre was finally allowed through to
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her, agreed to the arrangenent and directed Link to wait in the tower with Wnward until Pyre nmade
it back. Then, with Kimreron his reluctant conpanion, Pyre got into a car and headed down the
broad avenues toward the airfield . . . and waited with |lasers ready for the inevitabl e anbush.

It didn't cone. The car passed through several sets of sentries, none of whom even raised a
weapon; passed beneath tall buildings without so nuch as a brick being thrown; passed even anbng
the grimnass of Qasamans at the base of the airfield tower. Nothing. They pulled up to the
Dewdrop's main hatch, and Pyre waited with Ki mreron cl ose beside himuntil Wnward and Link
returned.

The two Cobras entered the ship, and Pyre turned to Kinmeron. "W've conpleted our part of the

deal ," he said, putting as nmuch quiet steel as he could into
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the words. "You've done half of yours. | trust you won't be tenpted to back out."

"Your two conpanions will be waiting when you land at Purmg,” Kimreron said coldly.

"Good. Now take the car and get clear before we lift." Pyre stepped into the hatchway, and the
airl ock door closed.

The inner door slid open, and in that same nonent the Dewdrop lurched slightly and they were

ai r bor ne.

Li nk was waiting as Pyre stepped into the ready room "Looks like we m ght actually pull this

of f," the younger Cobra said quietly.

"Heavy enphasis on the might," Pyre nodded. "How s M chael ? He | ooked in pretty bad shape when you
passed ne out there."

"I don't know-the governor's |looking at himnow Probably in better shape than Decker."

"Yes, what happened to hin? | saw himcarried away fromthe bus on a stretcher, but | couldn't
tell anything nore."

Link's lip twitched in a grimace. "He tried to break the contact teamout of the bus at the
beginning of all this. The nojos flayed his arm practically down to the bone."

Pyre felt his neck nuscles tighten. "Ch, God. |Is he—=2"

"Too soon to tell anything, except that he'll probably live." Link Hcked his lips. "Listen ... did
Ki mreron say anything about Justin? He switched with Joshua when they brought Decker in and was
taken off toward Purna."

For the unprovoked deaths in Purma, Kimeron had said, sentencing the Dewdrop to death. Justin's
wor k? Undoubt edly. But Kimeron hadn't nentioned himin negotiating the other prisoners' rel ease
Was he, then, free sonewhere out in the Qasaman ni ght?

O was he dead?

"Ki nmeron didn't say," he told Link slowy. It had
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happened, his mind told himvaguely; the danger to Justin he'd worried about all the way back at
the beginning of this mission. "Well. First things first, | suppose. W'll land at Purma, get Yuri
and Marck safely aboard .. . and then try to find out what we can about him"

"Yeah." Link searched his face another nmonment, then nodded. "Yeah. Conme on, let's get back to the
| ounge, find out what's happening."

"Sure." Back to the | ounge, where Joshua would be waiting. . . . But Pyre wouldn't have to tel
himhis brother m ght be dead. Not yet, anyway.

Strapped tightly into the highly unconfortable interrogation chair, Rynstadt stared at the door

t hrough which his questioners had left, trying to keep his expression neutral for the caneras he
coul d see focused on him

It wasn't an easy task. The questioning had been loud and brutal, and it'd been a relief when the
four Qasanmans abruptly switched off the painful strobe lights and left the room But as the

m nut es had dragged on and he'd had tinme to pull hinself together, their continued absence began
to seemincreasingly om nous. What were they preparing for himthat took a half hour to set up?
Shock treatnments? Sonics? Maybe even sonet hing as crude—and horri bl e—as sl ow di smenbernent? His
stomach churned at the thought. Death—fast death—he'd been willing to risk for the opportunity of
conming to Qasama. Slow torture was sonething else entirely ... and he knew far nore about
Aventini an technol ogy than he really wanted to tell them

Wt hout warning the door swung open, causing Rynstadt to jerk against his restraints. Two of the
four interrogators entered and stepped over to him For a nonent they stared down at him Rynstadt
forcing hinself to return their gaze. Then, still wordlessly, they bent down and began unstrapping
hi m
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Here it cones, Rynstadt thought, steeling hinself. The torture chanber had been readi ed, and he
was about to find out what they'd cone up with.

The Qasamans finished their task; but even as Rynstadt uncranped his | egs and got them under him
the men turned and left. The door banged shut, and he was |eft standing there, alone.

It nmade no sense to his befuddled mnd, but they didn't give himtinme to wonder. "Rynstadt/' a

hi dden speaker booned, "your conpani ons have bargai ned for your release. You will be allowed to
eat and drink and then be taken to city's edge."

The speaker went off with a loud click, and sinultaneously a slot in the base of the door opened
and a steaning tray was pushed through.

None of this made any sense, either. Wat did the Dewdrop have to bargain with that the Qasamans
woul d consider worth Rynstadt's [ife? But at the sight of the food, one clear thought cut through
the confusion in his mnd.

Poi son.

The stew and hot berry juice were poisoned ... and he would soon tell them anything they wanted to
know i n exchange for the antidote. O else he really was being rel eased, in which case he'd be
dead before the Dewdrop cleared the system in a final act of Qasaman vengeance.

Hi s stomach runbl ed, reninding himhe hadn't eaten since lunch in Huriseem a nediumsized

eternity ago ... and on closer exam nation, poisoning himdid seema little nelodramatic.
Again his stomach grow ed. Suppose he sinply refused to eat? If the food was indeed safe, probably
not hi ng, except that he'd go hungry. If it was poisoned ... presunably they'd come and hypospray

the stuff into him

Wal ki ng over to the tray, he picked it up and sniffed cautiously at the bow and nmug. He'd had the
stew and juice several tinmes before during the contact
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team s tour, and both snelled just the way he renenbered. For a |ong nmoment he was tenpted ... but
if there was really a chance for freedom he'd be foolish to take even slimrisks. "Thanks," he
called to the hidden m ke as he set the tray back on the floor by the slot, "but I'mnot hungry

right now "

He held his breath. If the Qasaman voi ce sounded angry or annoyed ... "Very well," the other said
simply. The sl ot opened again, and Rynstadt gl anced down to see a hand snare the tray and pull it
back out of sight.

A shi ny hand.

A hand encased in a surgeon's gl ove.

The slot cover slid back in place, and Rynstadt wal ked back to the chair, feeling cold all over.
Poi son, for sure—but not in the food. On the tray. Mxed with a contact absorption enhancer and
spread on the tray.

And now it was on his hands ... and in his bl ood.

He sat down, legs trenbling with reaction. He was, then, being rel eased—there was no need for such
an el aborate subterfuge if the poison was just part of his interrogation. Rel eased—and

si nul t aneously nur-dured. Mel odramatic or not—barbaric or not—they had opted for vengeance.

Was there any chance at all of coming through this alive? Perhaps, but only if the Qasanans had
timed their dosage so as to let the Dewdrop get a good di stance away before their treachery becane
known. How | ong? One hour? Two? Twel ve?

There was no way to know. But the fact that he knew he'd been poi soned gave Tel ek and the nedi cal
anal yzers aboard ship the nmaximnumtine to identify and counteract the specific toxin used on him
Cone on, he urged the Dewdrop silently. Get me the hett out of here. In the neantine ... letting
his body slunmp in the chair, he consciously slowed his breathing. The slower the metabolism in
theory, the slower the poison would be absorbed into his tissues.

And he settled back to wait.
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The distinctive whine of gravity lifts, faint even in his enhanced hearing, finally dragged Justin
fromhis sleep. For a nonment he lay quietly in the tall grass, reorienting hinmself, allow ng the
bitter nenories to return. Then, carefully, he raised his head.

The notion drew an involuntary hiss between his teeth; he'd forgotten all the places his body
ached. But the sight in the northern sky drove all such considerations into the background.

Agai nst the blazing stars of Qasama's night a hazy reddi sh oval was drifting.

The Dewdrop was making a break for it.
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He wat ched the haze for a long minute, teeth clanped together as he tried not to cry. They were

| eaving. Wthout him Wthout Cerenkov and Rynstadt, as well? Probably. There was no way to know
for sure; but Tel ek had counted on himto rescue them and his failure probably neant they were
all marooned.

Mar ooned.
Automatically, as if trying to insulate itself fromthe enotional shock, his mnd began tracing
out his options. He could escape into the forest, living off the wild gane there, and hope he

could hold out until the mlitary expedition that would surely follow. O he could try to find a
village that would trade his Cobra skills for sanctuary fromthe central authorities. O—

O he could just stay here in the grass until he died. It all anpunted to that in the end.

It was only then that the realization broke through to himthat the Dewdrop was noving too slowy.

Mich too slowy. They crippled it, was his first, awful thought ... but if the grav lifts had been
damaged F' ahl shoul d have kicked in the nain drive by now to assist. No, sonething el se was
happening ... and abruptly, he understood.

They were flying | ow and sl ow on purpose. Looking for him
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He'd roll ed over on his back in an instant, glancing toward the city as he lifted his left |eg,

but not really caring if anyone there spotted his signal. In a few mnutes the Dewdrop woul d be
here ... and after his noments of despair the prom se of rescue was flooding his mnd and body

wi th adrenaline-fuel ed determ nation. Let the Qasanans cone for himnowtet the whole city get in
his way if they wanted to.

Targeting the Dewdrop, he fired his antiarnor |aser three tines.

Thirty kilometers away, the ship's hull would barely register the heat of those shots; but for the
wat chers aboard, the flashes of |ight should be inpossible to nmiss. Assunming soneone was wat chi ng.
And apparently they were. Fromthe front-inside of the red oval the Dewdrop's landing lights
flicked twice in acknow edgnent. Shifting to a crouch, Justin got ready to nove, keeping alert for
trouble fromthe city.

It took the Dewdrop a few nminutes to cone to ground—and it did so, inexplicably, a good kil oneter
north. Justin briefly considered signaling again, decided it would be safer to just go to it, and
set off in a crouching run

No one opened fire before he reached the ship. Link was waiting by the open hatchway as he cane
up, and favored the younger man with a tight smle. "Wl come back," he said, gripping Justin's
hand briefly. He gave the other a fast once-over before returning his eyes to the city. "You' ve
never seen a group of people so happy as when we saw your signal."

"I was happy enough for all of you put together," Justin told him follow ng Link's gaze. A half-
dozen cars and a bus coul d be seen approaching fromcity's edge. "Looks like a good tine to get
out of here."

Li nk shook his head. "They're bringing Yuri and Marck—Al mo struck a deal for their rel ease.”

"What kind of deal?" Justin frowned.

"A sort of promise not to tear up their industrial base before we go." Link glanced at the other.

"\Ahy
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don't you go inside, get any injuries seen to. | can handle this."

"Well ... all right." Sonmething about this felt wong, but for the nonent Justin couldn't figure

out what. Turning, he stepped into the hatch and sprung the inner door—and wal ked straight into
his brother's arns.

For a mnute they just held each other—+the man who'd done his job, Justin thought bitterly, and
the man who hadn't.

But for the monent his shame was swallowed up in the relief of being safe again.

Joshua rel eased hi mand stepped back, still gripping his brother's shoul ders. "You hurt anywhere?"
"I"'mfine," Justin shook his head. "Wat's happened since | left?"

Joshua gl anced toward the hatch. "Let's get to the | ounge where we can watch that convoy," he
suggested. "I can give you a fast rundown on the way."

They reached the lounge a ninute later to find Nnandi and Christopher gazing at the outside
monitors, the scientists' greetings muted by their attention being el sewhere. That suited Justin;
he'd already had nore of a hero's wel cone than he properly deserved. "Were's the governor?" he
asked Joshua as they took seats in front of another screen.

"Back in sick bay with Mchael. She should be back by the tinme the others get here. And Alnp's
out si de, behind the front |anding spotlights, where he can back up Dorjay if the Qasamans nake any
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trouble."

"But they won't," Nnandi spoke up. "They've nmade their deal, and it's a fair one. And we've

al ready seen they follow through on their prom ses.™

Justin snorted. "Like with that fake expl osive collar?"

Al'l eyes turned to him "Wat do you nean, fake?" Christopher asked.

"I mean they suckered us royally. Those cylinders
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hel d caneras and recorders, not explosives. They |l et Joshua conme in so that they could get a quick
| ook inside the Dewdrop."

Chri stopher swore under his breath. "But then they nust have seen you two switch places. My
God—you're lucky you got out alive after that."

Some of the burden seemed to lift fromJustin's conscience. Seen in that light, perhaps he hadn't
done such a bad job, after all

The convoy outside had halted a hundred neters fromthe Dewdrop and a crowd of Qasamans was

form ng around the vehicles when Tel ek reappeared in the | ounge. "Justin; glad you nmade it," she
said distractedly as she | eaned over Christopher's shoul der. "Any sign of themyet?"

"I don't see them" he replied. "They're probably in the bus off to one side, there." He pointed,
and as if on cue, two figures energed fromthe vehicle, struggling a bit as they pl owed through

t he knee- hi gh grass.

Cerenkov and Rynst adt.

The edge of the crowd withdrew a bit as the two nen passed on their way to the Dewdrop. "Watch for

drawn weapons," Telek said to the roomin general. "W don't want thempulling a |ast-mnute
sui ci de rush or some such trick."
"I'f they were going to pull something, wouldn't they have done it while they still had A no,

M chael, and Dorjay under the gun?" Nnandi suggested.

"Maybe," Telek grunted. "But we were hair-trigger alert then. Maybe they expect us to be lulled
now. Anyway, | don't trust themthey accepted this deal too easily for ny taste."”

"Li ke they accepted ny ultimatumto bring Decker back," Joshua nmuttered. Justin | ooked at his
brother, found himstaring at the approaching nen with a | ook of intense concentration on his
face.

Tel ek glanced in the twins' direction. "Sonething?"

"Tell her, Justin," Joshua said, eyes and frown still on the display.
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Justin expl ai ned again about the spy collar. "Um" Tel ek grunted when he'd finished. "You think
they've planted a bonb or sonething on one of them Joshua?"

"l don't know," Joshua said slowy. "But | suddenly don't like this."

"Me, neither." Telek hesitated, then picked up the m ke and punched for the outside speakers.
"Yuri, Marck? Hold it there a second, would you?"

The two nmen cane to a hesitant |ooking halt about twenty neters fromthe hatch. "Governor? What's
wrong?" Cerenkov call ed.

"I want you both to strip to your underwear," she told them "Safety precaution."

Rynst adt gl anced back over his shoulder at the silent Qasamans. "Can't we skip that?" he call ed,
his voice alnost breaking with strain. "They didn't put anything in our clothes—+'msure of that.
Pl ease—+et us get aboard."

"Somet hing's wong," Christopher nmuttered. Grabbing the m ke from Tel ek, he punched a new button
"Dorjay, signal themto tell you—quietly—what's going on." Wthout waiting for an acknow edgment
he switched back to the outside speaker. "Cone on, guys—you heard the governor. Strip."

Flicking off the speaker, he handed the nike silently back to Tel ek, who accepted it the same way.
On the screen, the two nen were pulling off their tunics; and because he knew to watch for it,
Justin could see Rynstadt's |ips nmoving. They were working on their boots when Link's voice cane
quietly into the circuit. "Marck says they've both been poi soned—sone sort of toxin on a neal
tray that the server wore gloves to avoid touching."”

"No wonder they were so willing to let themgo," Nnandi grow ed. "W've got to get them aboard
right away and into the anal yzer, CGovernor."

But Tel ek was staring through the screen, her face frozen into a mask of horror, "They're not

poi soned, "

she whi spered. "They're infected. They've dosed themwi th something to kill all of us."
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For a I ong nonent shock hung thickly in the air. Telek recovered first. "A npb, get back in
here—dse the cargo hatch you went out by. Dorjay ... cone inside and seal the outer door. Now. "
"What ?" Chri st opher and Joshua yel ped in unison

"No choice," Tel ek snapped back. Her hand was white-knuckl ed where she clutched the m ke, and her
face | ooked very old. "W haven't got isolation facilities aboard—you all know that."

"The medi cal anal yzer—=

"Has an even chance of not even figuring out what they've been given," she cut Christopher off,

"l et al one knowing how to cure it."

Beneath his feet, Justin felt the deck vibrate slightly as Pyre closed the cargo hatch; an instant
later it was echoed as Link seal ed the nmin hatchway.

And on the outer display, Rynstadt and Cerenkov froze in horrified disbelief. "Hey!" Cerenkov
yel | ed.

"I"'msorry," Telek said, the words al nost a sigh. She seemed to remenber the mike, lifted it to
her lips. "I'"'msorry," she repeated. "You've been infected. W can't risk taking you aboard."
"@uns being drawn!" Nnandi said abruptly. "They know we've figured it out,"

"Capt ai n—eomm | aser on the Qasamans," Tel ek snapped toward the intercom "Dazzle them Then ..
then prepare to lift."

"You can't |eave them here."

Justin hadn't even noticed Pyre's entry into the lounge, but his voice made it clear he'd been
there | ong enough to know what was happeni ng.

And that he wasn't going to accept it.

Tel ek turned to face him but there was no fight in her eyes. "Gve ne an alternative," she said
quietly. "Put themin spacesuits for two weeks?—and watch them di e there because we can't get to
themto even attenpt treatnent?"
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"The rest of us could stay in suits,” Pyre said.

"Oxygen wouldn't last |long enough,” F ahl said fromthe bridge. "And recharging in a contam nated
at nosphere woul d be damed risky."

The display screens |it up briefly as commlaser fire swept the Qasamans. Rynstadt and Cerenkov
broke their paralysis as the sound of gunshots and nobjo screams becane audi ble, the two nen
dashing for the Dewdrop's tail. Heading for what cover the ship would provide, Justin guessed ..
until it lifted into space away fromthem

And suddenly he had it.

"Almo!" he shouted, interrupting Tel ek but not caring. "Two spacesuits—eut the cargo hatch
Hurry. ™

"Justin, | just got done sayi ng— Tel ek began

"We can |ift with themin the hold," Justin continued, the words tripping over each other as he
tried to get themout as fast as possible. "The hold' s got an airseal -we can evacuate it and set
up UWvs to sterilize the outsides of the suits.”

"And watch themdie in there?" Telek snarled. "The hold hasn't even got a true airlock, and we
haven't got the facilities—=

"But the Troft ships out there do\" Justin shouted back

And the | ounge was abruptly quiet, save for the deep humof the idling gravity lifts and the
fadi ng sounds of Pyre's running footsteps down the hall.

Three mnutes later, in a highly inaccurate rain of bullets fromthe Qasamans, the Dewdrop lifted
and nade for the starry sky. An hour after that, Cerenkov and Rynstadt were inside a Troft
warship's isolation facility, prognosis uncertain.

An hour after that, the Dewdrop was in hyperspace, heading for hone.

Chapter 23

The Menssana had returned fromits survey mssion to Aventine to the sort of wel come explorers

t hroughout the ages nust have received. Its personnel were received with an official vote of
congratul ations by the Council, its nmgdi sks of data copi ed and di sseni nated to hundreds of eager
scientists around the planet.

The Dewdrop's reception, two days |ater, was considerably nore subdued.

The | ast page of Telek's prelimnary report vani shed fromthe conboard screen, and Corwi n put the
instrument aside with a sigh

"Reaction?"

Corwin | ooked up to neet his father's eyes. "They were | ucky,'
have been killed out there."

Jonny nodded. "Yes. The Qasanans' only error was that they wanted as nuch information as they

' he said bluntly. "They should al
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could get before destroying the nmission. If they hadn't cared they could have bl own up the Dewdrop
any of a dozen different tinmes."
Corwin grimaced. York's armgone, Wnward's eyes only slowy com ng back, Cerenkov and Rynst adt

still in critical condition aboard an orbiting Troft ship—and with all of that, he could stil
consi der the nis-
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sion lucky. "Wat in heaven's name have we gotten ourselves into?" he nuttered.
"A real ness." Jonny sighed. "How | ong before Sun and conpany finish with their debriefing? Any

i dea?"

"Uh . . ." Corwin retrieved his conboard, punched up a request. "Not before this evening. And
they're not rel easing anyone to the public until norning."

"That's okay; we're not public." The el der Moreau stared into space a nonment. "I want you to call

your nother and arrange with her to go to the Cobra Academny toni ght—dse ny nanme to get in, and if
they give you any interference quote 'em sone next-of-kin perogatives—+'msure you can find
sonet hi ng applicable on the books. Don't talk politics with your brothers, and don't keep them up

too late; life'll get hectic again for themwhen the Council gets its turn tonorrow "

Corwi n nodded. "WII| you be there, too?"

"Yes, but don't wait for nme. |'ve got a couple of errands to do first."

" Al one?"

Jonny gave his eldest a lopsided smle. "My joints just had a nice vacation on sunny worlds. | can

face Aventine's winter on ny own for a few hours, thank you."

Corwi n shrugged. "Just asking."

But he lingered in the outer office | ong enough to hear Yutu nake arrangenents with the starfield
for a ground-to-orbit shuttle. H's father, it appeared, would not have to worry much about
Aventine's wi nter tonight.

Wnter, as such, didn't exist aboard Troft warships.

For the fourth time in alnost that many minutes the conmboard screen seened to blur in front of
Tel ek's eyes; and for the fourth tinme she shook her head stubbornly and swal | owed a nout hful of
cahve. It was late, she was tired, and she would need to be at
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| east margi nally coherent for the Council neeting in the norning. But this was the first chance
she'd had to see the Menssana's report, and she was deternined to have at |east a passing

acquai ntance with what they'd found before she checked out for the night.

There was a light tap at the door. "Come," she call ed.

It wasn't, as she'd expected, one of the Acadeny nedical staff. "The nurses at the nonitor station
are annoyed you haven't gone to sleep yet," Jonny comented as he wal ked into the room

She blinked, then snorted. "They brought you all the way from Capitafia to tell ne that?"
"Hardly. | was in the neighborhood and thought I'd drop in." Pulling up a chair, he sat down.

Tel ek nodded. "They did good. You can be damm proud of them"

"I know. Though Justin doesn't think so."

"Well, he's wong," Telek growed. "If he'd tried to get to Purma's underground stuff, he wouldn't
have nade it out alive. Period. And if he hadn't nade it out, we mi ght have taken Yuri and Marck
aboard before we knew how the Qasamans |like to stack their deals.™

"I understand that. He will too, eventually. | hope." Jonny waved toward her conboard. "The
Menssana's report?”

"Uh- huh. You people did pretty well yourselves."

Jonny nodded. "They all |ook promising," he agreed. "At least two are better even than that."

Tel ek | ooked himin the eye. "I want those worlds, Jonny."

He returned the gaze without flinching. "Badly enough to fight a war for?"

"Badly enough to do whatever we have to," she said bluntly.

He sighed. "I'd rather hoped that what happened on Qasana woul d have bl unted your eagerness a
bit."
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"I't's made ne aware of what it'll cost. But the option is the loss of the |last nineteen thousand

peopl e on Caelian."
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"Or so goes the argunent. They can al ways nove back here, you know "

"But they won't. Anyone who was willing to |ose that nmuch face by adnitting defeat has al ready

done so. W can't nove the rest of themback to civilization—+their pride won't take it."

"Whereas your pride won't let you turn tail on the Qasanans?" he countered.

"Pride has nothing to do with it."

"Sure." Reaching into his tunic, Jonny produced a nmagdi sk and handed it to her. "Well, whatever

your notives, as long as you're solidly hell-bent on smashing Qasama, you might as well know as

much about the place as possible."

Tel ek frowned at the disk. "Wat's this?"

"The official Baliu'ckha spm report on Qasanmm."

She | ooked up at him feeling her mouth fall open. "It's what? Were did you get it?"

"Fromthe Troft ship out there," he replied. "Clearly, any ship sent to back up our m ssion would

have their own world' s report aboard for emergency reference. So | went up this afternoon and got

a copy."

"Just like that?"

"More or less. A conbination of bluff, bluster, and |legal footwork." He smled faintly. "Plus a

heal thy new respect for us on their part.”

"God knows we earned that nuch," she said quietly. York and Wnward al one had earned them at | east

that much.... She shook off the sudden resurgence of guilt for her failures on the trip. "So why

give it to nme?"

"Ch, the whole Council will get copies in the norning,"'

nei ghbor hood. "

"Yeah. Well ... thanks."

"No charge." Jonny got to his feet—wincing with

the effort, she noticed—and wal ked to the door. There he paused and | ooked back at her. "Lizabet
I"'mnot going to let the Wirlds go to war for your new planets,"” he told her quietly. "Not

after what we've seen of Qasama. A surgical strike against their technol ogi cal base, perhaps, if

he shrugged. "As | said, | was in the

feasi bl e; aerial bombings, probably, if it'll actually do any good. But no | and war. Not even for
Cael i an. "
She nodded slightly. "I understand. And |'mas willing to look for niddle ground as you are."

"Let's hope we can find it. Good night."

He left, and Telek found herself staring at the Troft magdi sk in her hand. Suddenly she was very,
very tired.

Ej ecting the Menssana's report, she inserted the Trofts' into her conboard, keying to run it

t hrough the Acadeny's central translator. Then, sighing wearily, she splashed nore cahve into her
mug and began to read.

Chapter 24

The Council neeting was postponed two days, to give the menbers a chance to read both the Qasamm
M ssion debriefing and the Troft data package Jonny had obtai ned. But when the debate finally
began it was quickly and abundantly clear that the cautious approval that had existed for the
original mssion had flipped solidly in the opposite direction

And it wasn't hard to figure out why.

"If the damm planet wasn't a |ost human col ony no one would be nearly this enotional about the
whol e thing," Dylan Fairleigh grow ed afterward as the governors gathered for their own neeting.
"Neither of the Caelian syndics was conpl ai ning," Vartanson pointed out quietly. "W know what the
trade-off is here.™

"Us or then?" Jonny asked. "Is that it? Come on, now—we don't even know why the Trofts are so
worried about Qasana."

"Don't we?" Roi shot back. "A thriving, highly cooperative, highly paranoid human culture? That's
not something to be afraid of?"

"A culture without starflight, without even system space travel ?" Hemmer quavered.

"We don't know they don't have spaceflight capability,” Fairleigh reminded himtartly. H s eyes
flicked
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to Jonny. "There's a lot we don't know about their industrial and technol ogical base. That we
shoul d have found out."

Jonny bristled; but Telek got her word in first. "If that's a slur on nmy teamin general and
Justin Mo-reau in particular, you're invited to withdraw it," she said coldly.

"I only meant —
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"I'f you'd like, you can head the next trip to Qasanma," she cut himoff. "W'Ill see then how well
you do."

Stiggur chose that nonent to nmake his own bel ated entrance, his presence stifling the budding
argunent. "Good afternoon; sorry I'mlate,” he said with an air of harried distraction as he sat
down at his place and pushed a pile of magdisks into the center of the table. "Prelininary

bi ol ogi cal data anal ysi s—fust canme in. Summary in the front. Take a quick ook and we'll discuss
it."

It was, as Jonny had expected, an analysis of the Dewdrop and Troft data, concentrating on the
nmoj os. He skinmred the summary and was hal fway through a nore careful study when Vartanson

harrunphed. "Nasty. Rem nds ne of some of the feathered killing nachines we have on Caelian."
"Aside fromthe weird reproductive setup, | presune,” Roi said. "The whol e arrangenent | ooks
pretty fragile to me. Kill off enough of their embryo-hosts—these whatyoucal |l em these

tar bi nes—and you coul d wi pe out the species overnight."

"Mbst ecosystens | ook that unstable at first glance," Telek put in dryly. "In practice, you'd find
you'd need to kill a hell of a lot of tarbines to nake any real dent. |I take it, though, that you
feel the nbjos to be the major threat to any Cobra forces we put down there?"

"No question,"” Roi said. "Look at the record. No one except Wnward suffered any appreciable
damage fromthe Qasamans' guns, and that single case
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was a surprise attack. But the npjos got himand York and came close with Pyre and Mreau. "

"They really are the first Iine of defense,” Fairleigh agreed. "And the Qasamans know it. Hell,
they design their cities to keep the things happy."

"Makes sense, of course," Stiggur said with a shrug. "Wy risk hunan deaths in a battle when
you've got animals to take the brunt of the attack?"

"That's not how the arrangenment began," said Telek. "It was originally for defense agai nst
predators and evolved into a personal bodyguard system™

"And now shows itself easily adapted to warfare,” Stiggur said. "The history doesn't concern us as
much as the current situation does." He turned to Jonny. "lIs there any way you know of to nake the
Cobra equi prent better able to deal with the npbjos? Sonme change in the targeting nmechanism for

i nstance?"

Jonny shrugged. "The targeting procedure is designed to allow fast target acquisition while

m ni m zi ng acci dental |ock-ons. Make it any easier and faster and you'll automatically get nore
msfires.”

"Then how about reprogranm ng the nanoconputer to identify nojos as hostile?" Fairleigh suggested.
"That way at |east the next generation of Cobras could handle them"

Vartanson snorted. "If that could be done, don't you think we'd already have sonething |ike that
for the Caelian Cobras? Shape recognition just takes up too much conputer nenory."

"It's actually nore basic than that," Jonny shook his head. "The minute you put some kind of
automatic recognition targeting into the Cobras, you rob themof their versatility and,

ultimately, their effectiveness. Once the Qasanans figured it out, they could throw birds by the
hundreds at us, and while we're hel pl essly shooting down ones who couldn't even get near us for
three m nutes, the Qasanman gunners shoot us at their leisure. Automatic single-purpose weapons are
fine in their place—and you're using them
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quite effectively on Caelian—but don't try to nmake them out of Cobras."

There was a nonent's silence. "Sorry," Jonny nuttered. "Didn't nean to | ecture.”

Stiggur waved the apol ogy aside. "The point was reasonable and well taken. | don't think anyone
wants to have specialized cadres of Cobras. So. |Is there sone other way to reduce the npjos

ef fecti veness?"

"Excuse nme for changing the subject," Hemer spoke up hesitantly, "but there are still sone points
about Qasanma generally that bother nme. History, Brom you inplied wasn't inportant, but 1'd like
to know a little about the col ony's background. Specifically, how and when it came to be."

"I didn't nmean history wasn't inportant." Stiggur poked at his conboard. "Only that—eh, never

mnd. Let's see. The historians' report indicates the original Qasamans |left the Doninion circa
2160, probably as col onists bound from Regi nine for Rajput. The direction vector is about right,
and the various historical references and | anguage—Aot to nention the nane Qasanmm itself—all point
to one of Reginine's basic subcultures.”

"The nane Qasama?" Vartanson frowned
"You' ve got this report yourselves,"

Stiggur said, a bit tartly. 'Qasama’ is an Ad Arabic word
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meaning 'to divide.' It's come into Anglic through a couple of different |anguages and changes to
become 'kismet,' meaning 'fate' or 'destiny.' "

"Divided by destiny," Roi murnmured. "Sone |inguist aboard the original ship had a strange sense of
huror . "

"Or sense of manifest destiny," Telek said, half to herself. "I never saw a scrap of evidence the
Qasamans had any hunor whatsoever. They took thensel ves incredibly seriously."”

"Fine," Hemmer said. "So Qasanma's been in existence for something under three hundred years, and
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in that tine the nojos and humans have becone synbiotically entw ned. Correct?"

"Correct," Stiggur nodded. "Though 'synbiosis' mght be too strong a word."

"Ch?" Hemmer raised an eyebrow. "The people kill the tarbines' protector bololins so that the
nmoj os can breed nore easily; in turn the nojos protect their owners fromattack. What's that if
not symnbi osi s? But ny real question is what did the npjos do before humans cane al ong?"

Al eyes shifted to Tel ek. "Lizabet?" Stiggur pronpted. "Any ideas?"

"Not of fhand," she answered slowly, a frown creasing her forehead. "Huh. Never even occurred to ne
to wonder about that. Have to be a predator, certainly—a big one, to deal with the bololins. |'ll
have to check the Troft records, see how many |ikely candi dates there are.”

"I'f you'll forgive nme," Roi put in, "I don't see that this is a vital part of Figuring out howto
stop the nojos now that they are riding around on the Qasa-nmans' shoul ders.”
"I'f you'll forgive me," Tel ek shot back, "one never knows in this business where a key fact will

show up/ She launched into a mni-lecture abut the interdependence of biological structure and
function with ecol ogical position, but Jonny m ssed nost of it. Skinmng the Qasanan bi ol ogi ca
data, he hit a small sentence that brought his eyes and mind to a screeching halt. He backed up
and read the section carefully ... and a not-quite-understood shiver went up his spine.

Stiggur was saying sonething nollifying when Jonny's attention returned to the group. He waited
until the governor-general was finished and then spoke up before anyone el se could do so.

"Li zabet, have you had tine to study the fauna records the Menssana brought back? Specifically,
the ones fromthe planet Chata?"
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"I glanced through them" Her expression said you know | did, but the thought remai ned unsaid.
"You driving at anything specific?"

"Yes." Jonny tapped keys to send the two pages he' d been | ooking at to the others' displays. "On
the left is our profile of the flatfoot quadruped of Chata; on the right, yours of the Qasaman
bololin. If you' d all take a nonent to scan the two pages, | think you'll see what | nean."
"Interesting," Vartanson nodded a mnute later. "Alot of simlarity there."

"In particular the use of magnetic field lines for navigation," Tel ek agreed. "H ghly unusual for
| arge land animals. Probably a classic exanple of the Trofts' so-called conmon-stock theory—you
know, the same argunent as to why we get simlar flora and fauna on Aventine, Palatine, and
Gael i an."

"Uh- huh," Jonny said. He'd found the other two pages he needed and now put them on the displays.
"Ckay, then, how about the mojo on the right and this bird on the Ieft?"

Fairleigh snorted. "From a bi nocul ar photo and conputer-generated views? Even / know you need nore
than that for a simlarity study."

Jonny kept his eyes on Tel ek. "Lizabet?"

"Both predators,"” she said slowy. "Beaks and wing coverts very sinmlar. Feet ... not enough
detail, but ... interesting. Those short filanents coming off the crown and | ore-here and here?
The nojo's got sonme sort of vibrissae there, too; tied sonehow into its auditory system we think
Unless that's a fal se construct generated by the conputer. Were did you spot this—eh, there it
is. Tacta. The last planet on your survey, right?"

"Right," Jonny said absently. So the npjos were apparently close cousins to the strange bird whose
behavi or had spooked themoff its world. Wich nmeant ... what?

"For the nonent, at least," Stiggur said, "Lizabet
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is right that the nojo data needs nore detail ed study before we can di scuss a counter to them So
I"d like to nove on to a strategic discussion of the society itself, particularly the structura
aspects that we already know. Uh ... let's see ... right: page 162 is where it starts."

The di scussion |asted nearly an hour, and despite the relatively raw state of the data a picture
energed which Jonny found as depressing froma mlitary standpoint as it possibly could have been
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"Let's see if |I've got all this straight," he said at the end, trying to go as easy as he could on
the heavy sarcasm "W have a soci ety whose nenbers all regularly carry firearns, whose popul ation
is largely spread out in small villages, whose light industry is also solidly decentralized and
whose heavy industry is buried deep underground, and whose exact technological level is stil
unknown. Does that pretty well cover it?"

"Don't forget their willingness to use brain-boosting drugs and to hell with the persona
consequences,"” Roi grow ed. "And all of them hellbent paranoids on top of it. You know, Brom the

more we get into this, the less | like the idea of themsitting out there ready to expl ode across
space as soon as they reinvent the stardrive."

"You sound as if they'll be orbiting us the next norning," Hemmer said. He coughed, tw ce, the
spasns shaking his thin shoul ders, but when he continued his voice was firm enough. "Qasama is
forty-five light-years away, renenmber—t'l| take themyears to find us, even if they're
specifically | ooking. Long before that they'll run into the Trofts, and whether they begin trade
or warfare they'll be tied up with themfor generations. By then they'll have forgotten this
little fiasco and we'll be able to start fresh with our brother humans as if this had never
happened. "

"A nice speech, Jor," Telek said tartly, "but you're mssing a fewrather vital points. One: Wuat
if they
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hit Chata and the other worlds out there before they find the Trofts?"

"What of it?" Hemmer replied. "If we quit the job now our people won't be out there, anyway."
Telek's lip might have tw tched, but her voice was even enough as she continued. "Second is your
assunption the Qasanmans will forget us. Wong. They'll remenber, all right, and whether it's a
year or a century they'll brace for war the minute they run into us again. You may not believe

that," she added, glancing around the table, "but it's true. / was there; / saw and heard the way
they tal k. You wait until Hersh Nnandi's final report is in, see if he doesn't agree with nme on
that. And third: W let themget off Qasama and we're in for a long and very bl oody war indeed.
Qur current technol ogical edge is neaningless with brain-boosters in the picture—a few nonths or
years of warfare and they'll be at our level, whatever it is at the time. And if you think they're
decentralized nowwait' |l they're dug in on Kubha and Tacta and God knows where el se."

"Your points are certainly valid," Stiggur said as Tel ek paused. "But all your tactical arguments
m ss the one big enotional stunbling block we're going to face here. Nanely, are the Cobra Wrl ds
really going to fight as Troft nercenaries agai nst other hunan bei ngs?"

"That's a rather inflamatory way of putting it," Vartanson accused.

"OfF course it is. But it's the way that side of the issue is going to present their case. And in
all honesty, | have to adnit it's a valid point. We started this whole affair worrying about

| ooki ng weak in the Trofts' eyes, if you'll recall, and a world's ethics are certainly part of its
total strength. Besides, wouldn't we actually be adding to our position to have other human allies
on the Troft border?"

"You're ignoring history, Brom" Jonny put in quietly. "Having two human groups on their borders
is
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preci sely what got the Troft demesnes worried enough to jointly prepare for war fourteen years
ago. "

Fairleigh snorted. "There's a good-sized difference between the Dom nion of Man and Qasama as far
as border threats go."

"Only in magni tude. And renenber that Trofts don't go in for mass destruction fromstarships. They
make war by going in and physically occupying territory ... and Qasama woul d not be a fun place to
go in and occupy."

"Agreed," Telek murnmured with a slight shudder

"Or in other words/' Hemmer said, "the Trofts can't bring thenselves to slaughter, so they're
hiring us to do it for them™

Several voices tried to answer; Vartanson's was the one that got through, "forget the Trofts for a
nm nut e—ust forget them W're talking about a threat to M5, dam it. Lizabet is right—ae' ve got
to deal with them and we've got to deal with them now. "

For a long nonment the small roomwas quiet. Jonny glanced at Hemrmer, but the old man was staring
down at his hands, clenched together on the table. Stiggur eventually broke the silence. "I think
we' ve done about as nuch as we can with the data at hand," he said, |ooking at each of the others
in slow, nmeasured turn. "The final geological, biological, and sociol ogical studies are due in ten
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days; we'll meet then—prior to a hill Council neeting—and try to cone to a decision.” Reaching to
the side of his display, he shut off the sealed recorder. "This neeting is adjourned."”

Chapter 25

Stiggur's prediction of the opposition's tactical nethods took only a few days to be borne out;
and as he had when the Qasaman story first broke weeks earlier, Corwin abruptly found hinself in
the mddl e of the whole public debate.

But with a difference. Before, Qasama had been seen as little nore than a nmathemati cal equation
an abstract chall enge on one hand, with the very concrete hope of nore than doubling the Cobra
Worl ds' |and hol dings on the other. Now the confortable fog was gone. As details of Qasama's
peopl e and dangers were rel eased, a growing enotional fire began to simer within even the nost

| ogi cal and rational argunments, both pro and anti. Mst of the antis Corwin talked to were only
marginally nollified by the assurance that Jonny was al so agai nst a nassive war with other humans,
their attitude usually being that he should be doing nore to bring the Council over to that point
of view. The pros tended sinply to ignhore such sticky ethical questions while claining that the
Cobra Worlds' own safety should be Jenny's first priority. It made for a verbal no-win situation
and within three days Corwin was heartily sick of it.

But it wasn't until he got a call from Joshua that
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he realized just how nuch the phone and public information net had again taken over his life.
"Have you had a chance to see Justin lately?" Joshua asked after the anenities were out of the
way.

"Not since the evening after your debriefing." Corwin wi nced at that sudden revel ation. Four days,
it had been now, without talking to anyone in his fanily except his father. He wasn't used to

getting so far out of touch. "I haven't had rmuch tine lately."

"Well, | think you' d better find the time for this. Soon."

Corwi n frowned. "Why? Somet hi ng wrong?"

Joshua' s phone screen i nage hesitated, shook its head minutely. "I don't know. It's nothing | can
put ny finger on, but . . . well, he hasn't cone back fromthe Acadeny yet, you know. "

Corwin didn't. "Medical observation?"

"No, but he's spending alnost all his tine alone in the roomthey've given himout there. And he's
doing a lot of computer library searches.™

Corwi n thought back to Justin's report, which he'd hurriedly skimed and filed away two days ago
Hi s brother had gone through hell's own porch out there ... "Maybe he's just killing tinme while
the enotional wounds heal over a bit," he suggested. But even as he said themthe words rang fal se
in his ears. Justin sinmply wasn't the type to lick his wounds in private.

Joshua mi ght have been reading his mind. "Then those wounds nust be a | ot deeper than he's letting
on, because he's never holed up like this before. And the library search stuff bothers ne, too.
Any way for you to get a list of what he's been researchi ng?”

"Possibly." Corwin scratched his cheek. "Well ... did you remind himwe're having a Mbreau Fam |y
war council this evening?"

"Yes," the other nodded. "He said he'd try to make it."

"Ckay," Corwin said slowy. "Ckay. | haven't talked to you, so of course | don't know he's been
rem nded.
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I"1l call himup like a good big brother should, and while I'mat it I'll see what else | can get

out of him Al right?"

"Fi ne. Thanks, Corwi n—this has been driving nme just barely south of frantic."

"No problem See you tonight."

Joshua di sappeared fromthe screen. Scow ing, Corwin punched up the Cobra Acadeny and asked for
Justin. A nonent later his brother's face came on. "Hello?—eh, hi, Corwin. What can | do for you?"
It took Corwin a second to find his tongue. Seldomif ever had he known Justin to be so coolly

polite, so—the term businesslike leapt to mind. "Uh, | was just calling to see if you' d be comng
to the family round table tonight," he said at last. "I presunme Dad told you about it?"
"Yes, a coupl e-days ago, and Joshua again today. | understand Aunt Gaen's going to be there too."

Nuts, Corwi n thought with a nental grinace. He'd been planning to drop that tidbit on Justin
hinself as a surprise bonus incentive to attend. Aunt Gaen—Jonny's younger sister—had been
Justin's favorite rel ative since childhood, but her visits had been few and far between since her
move to Pal atine six years earlier. "That's right," he told Justin. "She's one of the geol ogists
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wor ki ng on the Qasama data."

Justin's lip might have twitched at the nane Qasama; Corwin wasn't sure. "Yes, Dad nentioned that.
Well, as | told Joshua, I'lIl try to nmake it."

"What's to keep you away?" Corwi n asked, studiously casual. "You're still off-duty, aren't you?"
"Officially, yes. But there's sonething |I've been working on lately that I"'mtrying to finish up."
"What sort of sonething?"

Justin's face didn't change. "You'll find out when it's done. Until then |I'd rather not say."
Corwi n exhaled quietly and admitted defeat. "All right, be nysterious; see if | care. But let me
know i f you need transport and I'll send a car for you."
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"Thanks. Talk to you later."

" "Bye." The screen blanked, and Corwin | eaned back in his seat. The trip to Qasanma had definitely
changed hi s younger brother—and not necessarily for the better. Still, as he'd told Joshua, sone
things sinply took tinme to work out.

His intercombuzzed: Yutu with sonething new on the public net that needed an official response.

Si ghing, Corwin turned on the net and, pushing his worries about Justin into the background, got
back to work.

For Pyre, it was just like old tines. Al nost.

An invitation to the Moreau famly dinners had al ways ranked at the very top of his list, not only
because he enjoyed their conpany but al so because their tacit acceptance of himas part of the
fam |y was an honor bestowed on few other outsiders. Over the years he'd had the privilege of

wat chi ng the three boys nove from high chairs to boosters to full adult participation; had | earned
by osnpsis sone of the intricacies of Cobra Wrld politics; had even gotten to know Gaen Noreau
barely three years his senior, well enough to seriously consider narriage to her. Tonight as he

| ooked around the table, listening and contributing to the chitchat, he felt the nenories of those
happier tinmes drifting |like the scent of good cahve through his nind

But tonight the warnth was chilled, and all their efforts could not dispel the cloud that Justin's
enpty chair cast over the proceedi ngs. Jonny had assured themthat Justin would be there in tine
for the discussion, but as dinner wore down to dessert and then cahve Pyre began to doubt it.

And worse than Justin's voluntary exile was the cold certainty in Pyre's gut that ultimately it
was his fault.

Not just the fact that he'd been Justin's Cobra trainer, the one responsible for nmaking sure the
boy

was ready for the mission. Pyre had trained Cobras before, and if Justin had failed to devel op
that touch of defensive paranoia a man in danger needed, that was sinply the other's basic
personality. Too, he could have forbidden Justin's participation on the m ssion; but the Counci
wanted the twi ns aboard and there was nothing Pyre could have pointed to to justify dropping them
out .

But if he'd followed the arnored bus when Mff had taken Justin from Sollas to Purnma....

It was a scenerio Pyre had played over and over in infinite variation on the trip back to
Aventine, and it , still haunted the quiet tines of his day. If he'd fol-1 | owed the bus he could
have broken Justin out at that first stop, the two of themthen freeing Cerenkov and Rynstadt. O
even have waited until the high-security building and then backtracked to the others' rescue.
Justin woul d never have had to face the situation of being deep in eneny territory, abandoned by

t he outside assistance he'd counted on

And he woul dn't have had to learn quite so hard the fact that even Cobras were allowed to be
afraid. Allowed to panic. Allowed to remain human.

D nner ended, and the group noved into the living room But Jonny had barely begun when there was
a qui et knock on the door and Justin let hinself in.

There was a brief, awkward nonment as everyone | tried for the right bal ance of greeting, interest,
casu-1 al ness, and solicitude. But then Joshua nmanaged to | break the ice. "About tine," he

grow ed, nock-| seriously. "You were supposed to be bringing the nain course.”

Justin sniled, and the tension eased. "Sorry I'm. late," he apol ogi zed, al so nock-seriously, to

his | brother. "The gantua steaks will be along in a minute—and as partial conpensation for the
delay, | the neat is exceptionally fresh."

He sat down besi de Joshua, nodded to the others,

264

Ti mot hy Zahn

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...top/Timothy%20Zahn%20-%20Cobra%20StrikeUC.txt (100 of 131) [2/1/2004 3:36:34 PM]



file:///D}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Timothy %202 ahn%620-%20Cobra%s20StrikeUC.txt

COBRA STRI KE

265

and then turned his eyes expectantly to his father. "How nuch have | nissed?"

"As a matter of fact, we were just starting." Jonny hesitated. "What |'m about to say—about to
suggest —+s going to sound pretty strange," he said, glancing around at the others. "Wat's worse
is that | haven't got any solid evidence whatsoever for it. That's the main reason you're al

here: to help me decide whether I'mactually on to sonmething or just hallucinating." His eyes
shifted to Chrys, seated on the couch between Corwin and Gmen, and stayed there as if seeking
strength. "1 asked you to read the report on the planet Tacta that the Menssana brought back, in
particular the section on the bird we've nicknaned the spookie. Wiat was in there wasn't
much—painly just a brief encounter we had with one near the ship's perineter. Wiat wasn't there
was the strong suspicion |I've had ever since then that the spookie is in sone degree telepathic."
The word seened to hang like smoke in the air. Pyre flicked his eyes around the room at Chrys,
who | ooked troubl ed; Corwin, Gwnen, and Joshua, whose faces appeared to register astonished
skepticism at Justin, whose expression was closed but... interested.

"Al'l nmy evidence is subjective,” Jonny continued, "but let ne describe exactly what happened and
see what you think."

Carefully, alnpst as if giving evidence in court, he went on to tell of the spookie watching him
fromthe | ow bushes; of its agitation when he called others over to see; of its deftly tined,
deftly executed break for freedom and of the nmission's failure to | ocate any nore of the species.
When he finished there was a | ong sil ence.

"Anyone el se cone to this conclusion?" Gwen asked at | ast.

"Two or three others are wondering about it," Jonny told her. "Understandably, none of us put it
in our

official reports, but Chrys and | weren't imagining things out there."

"Um Doesn't have to be a conplete, mnd-reading tel epathy, does it?" Gwmen nmused. "Wth a

spooki e's brain capacity it shouldn't have the intelligence to handle input |ike that."

"Dr. Hanford nade a simlar coment at the tine," Chrys said. "W've tal ked about the possibility
t he spookies nmight formsonme kind of group mnd, or that the sense boils down nore to a feeling
for danger than actual m nd-reading."

"I'd vote for the latter," Corwin put in. "A group nind, even if such a thing could exist,

shoul dn't worry too nmuch about |osing one of its cells. In fact, it nmight deliberately sacrifice a
spookie or two to get a | ook at your weaponry in action.”

"Good point," Jonny nodded. "I |ean toward the danger-recognition theory nyself, though it
requires a pretty fine scale to have tined things that well."

"The fine-tuning, at |east, could have been coincidental," Corw n suggested.

"Or the whole thing could have been coincidence," Joshua said hesitantly. "Sorry, Dad, but | don't
see anything here that can't be explai ned away."

"Ch, | agree,” Jonny said without rancor. "And if | hadn't been there I'd be treating it with the

same healthy skepticism As a matter of fact, | hope you' re right. But one way or the other, we've
got to pin this down, and we've got to pin it down fast."
"Why?" Pyre asked. "It seens to ne Tacta's fauna is pretty far down the priority stack. Wiat's the

big rush for?"

Jonny opened his nouth—but it was Justin who spoke. "Because the Council's about to nake a
decision on war with Qasama," he said evenly, "and the nojos are related to these spookies. Aren't
they. ™"

Jonny nodded, and Pyre felt the blood draining out of his face. "You nean to say we were fighting
tel epathic birds down there?"
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"I don't know," Jonny said. "You were there. You tell ne.
Pyre licked his lips briefly, eyes shifting to Justin. The inmedi ate shock was fadi ng and he was

able to think.... "No," he said after a minute. "No, they weren't strictly tel epathic. They never
recogni zed that we were Cobras, for one thing—never reacted as if | was arned until | started
shooting."

"Did you ever see how they reacted to a conventional weapon, though?" Gaen asked.

Pyre nodded. "Qutside the ship, the first contact. The teamhad to | eave their lasers in the
airlock."

"And Decker," Joshua murnured

"And Decker," Pyre acknow edged, swallowing with the nenory of York's sacrifice. "In fact, |I'd go
so far as to say the npjos don't even sense the presence of danger, at |east not the way you claim
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your spooki e does. When | clinbed up a building at the edge of Sollas that last night | surprised
both a Qasaman sentry and his nmpjo. The bird should at | east have been in the air if it felt ne
com ng." He cocked an eyebrow at Justin. "You notice anything, one way or the other?"

The young Cobra shrugged. "Only that the group mind thing goes out the window with at |east the
noj os—Aone of them | earned anyt hing about us no matter how many of their friends we slaughtered."

He paused, and a haze of enotional pain seened to settle over his face. "And ... there nmay. be one
ot her thing."

The others sensed it as well, and a silence rich in synpathy descended on the room It took Justin
a couple of tries to get started, but when he finally spoke his voice was steady and flat with
suppressed enotion. "You've all read ny report, | expect. You know I —well, | panicked while |I was
bei ng taken underground in Purnma. | killed all the nojos and sone of the Qasamans in the el evator

and a few minutes later | killed another group in the hallway
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upstairs. Wiat ... what sonme of you don't knowis that | didn't just panic. | literally lost ny
head when each set of npjos attacked. | don't even renenber fighting themoff, just sort of com ng
to with them dead around ne."

He stopped, fighting for control ... and it was Joshua who spotted the key first. "It was only

when the npjos were attacking you?" he asked. "The Qasamans thensel ves didn't bother you?"

Justin shook his head. "Not to the same extent. At |east not those in the elevator. The others ..
well, | don't renmenber killing them either, | guess. | don't knowsaybe |I'mjust rationalizing
for ny failure.™

"Or naybe you're not," Jonny said grimy. "Alnp, did you experience anything like that when you
were fighting the nojos?"

Pyre hesitated, thinking back. He wi shed he could admt to such a thing, for the sake of Justin's
self-esteem |If the nojos actually had been fueling the younger man's reaction...

But he had to shake his head. "Sorry, but I'mafraid not," he told Jonny. "On the other hand, |
never faced nojos who' d already seen | was dangerous, either. | was always in a position to target
and elinmnate themin the first salvo. Perhaps we could talk to Mchael Wnward, see what he went
t hr ough. "

Joshua was gazing into space. "The cities. They're designed for the npjos' benefit. You suppose
there's nore significance to that than we thought?"

Gnen stirred. "I have to adnit | don't understand this 'designed city' bit, especially the |unacy
of letting herds of bololins charge up your streets. Wuldn't it have been sinpler to just go out
on hunting trips when you wanted to |let your nojo breed?"

"Or else set up tarbine aviaries in the cities," Chrys suggested. "I would think it harder to go
out and trap wild npjos than to breed tane ones, anyway."

"That would certainly rmake the npbst sense," Pyre said.
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"Assum ng," Convin said quietly, "that the Qasa-nans were the ones naking those decisions."

And there it is, Pyre thought. What all the rest of us are skating around, out in the open at

| ast. He | ooked around the circle, but superinposed on the view was an unsettling i mage: a Qasaman
as marionette, its strings in the beak of its nojo...

It was Justin who eventually broke the silence. "It's not as sinple as the npjos being able to
take control of people,” he said. "W had npjos all around us that last night and still were able
to escape.”

Pyre thought back. "Yes," he agreed slowy. "Both outside of Purma and in Kimeron's office in
Sol | as the nojos shoul d have been able to influence ne. If they could."

"Maybe they need a | onger association with a person,” Corwin said. "Or there's a distance or
stress factor that inhibits them"

"You' re tal king degrees now," Chrys spoke up, her voice low. "Does that nean we're all agreed that
sonehow, on sone |evel, the nojos are influencing events on Qasama?"

There was a brief silence; and, one by one, they nodded. "The cities," Joshua said. "That's the
key indicator. They've gone to enornous trouble to duplicate the nojos' natural breeding patterns,
even when sinpler ways exist. Funny none of us picked up on that before."

"Maybe not," Pyre told himgrimy. "Muybe the nmojos were able to danpen our curiosity that much,
at least."

"Or maybe not," Joshua retorted. "Let's not start giving these birds too many superhuman
abilities, all right? They're not even intelligent, renenber. | think we humans are all perfectly
capabl e of mi ssing the obvious w thout any outside help."
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The di scussi on went back and forth for a while before turning to others matters ... and so

engr ossed
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did they all becone that Pyre alone noticed Justin's quiet departure.

The desk in his tenporary Cobra Acadeny roomwas small and several centimeters shorter than he
liked; but it was equipped with a conputer terminal, and that was all Justin really cared about.
He'd just punched in a new search conmand and was waiting for the results when there was a tap at
the door. "Cone in," he said absently. Probably soneone here to conplain about his |late hours

agai n—

"No one ever tell you it was inpolite to | eave w thout sayi ng good-bye?"

Justin spun his chair around, surprise and chagrin flooding his face with heat. "OCh ... hi, Aunt
Gnen, " he managed to say without stuttering. "Uh—well, you were all busy discussing the nojos, and

I had work to do here...
He trailed off under her steady, no-nonsense gaze, the |look that since chil dhood had been nore
effective on himthan any anount of brinstone or |ecture. "Vh-huh," she said. "Well, it's too bad
you took off when you did. You m ssed ny report."

"The one on the Qasaman strategic material situation?"

"That's the one. And the surprise bonus: the Qasa-mans' |ong-range communi cati on net hod. "

Justin blinked, his heartbeat speeding up. "You've figured it out? Well, cone on-how do they do
it?"

"1"I'l trade you," she said, waving at the desk and its scattering of papers and maps. "You tell ne
your secret first."

He felt his mouth twist into a grimace ... but he'd have to tell someone soon, anyway. Aunt Gaen

he could at |east hope to be synpathetic. "All right," he sighed. "I'mtrying to work up a
tactical plan for the next intelligence raid on Qasana."

Gnen' s eyes remmi ned steady on his. "What makes you think there'll be another m ssion?”
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"There has to be," he said. "The first nission ended with too many critical facts still unknown.
Those under ground manufacturing centers, at the very least, and if Dad's right the nojos as well."
"Uh-huh. | presume you plan on | eading this expedition?"

Justin's lip quirked. "OF course not... but | wilt be one of the team™

"Un" Oaen glanced around the room snared a chair from beside the door and pulled it over to face
her nephew s. "You know, Justin," she said, sitting down, "if | didn't know better, |I'd think you

were runni ng away from sonet hing."

He snorted. "Heading to Qasama hardly qualifies as running away, in my opinion."

"Depends on what you have here to face. Staying put when you feel real or imagined public
aninosity isn't easy. But sonetines any other option is the coward' s way out."

Justin took a deep breath. "Aunt Gaen ... you can't possibly know what this situation is like. |
failed on Qasama—pure and sinple—and it's ny job nowto nake up for it if | can.”

"You're not listening. Failure or not isn't the issue. Rushing ahead with a prenature course of

action qualifies as running away, period. And yes, | do know what you're facing. Wen your father
came back fromthe war he— She stopped, |ips conpressed, then quietly continued. "There was an
accident in town one night, and he ... killed a couple of teen-agers."

Justin felt his nouth go dry. "lI've never heard this,” he said carefully.

"I't's nothing we're anxious to talk about," she sighed. "Basically, the kids pretended they were
going to run himover with their car and his Cobra reflexes countered in a way that wound up
indirectly killing them But the details don't matter. He wanted to run away afterwards—had a
whol e bunch of off-world university applications filled out and ready to go.
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But he stayed. He stayed, and along with helping the rest of us cope with the ostracism he just
happened incidentally to save a few nmen froma fire."

"So he stayed ... until he left for good and cane here to Aventine?"

Gren blinked. "Well ... yes, but that's not the same. The Domi ni on governnent wanted the Cobras to
conme hel p open up the col ony—=

"Coul d he have refused?”

"I —ean't say. But he woul dn't have, because his skills and abilities were needed out here.”

Justin spread his hands. "But don't you see?—you're giving ny own argunent back at ne. Dad's Cobra
abilities were needed, so he canme; ny Cobra abilities are needed on Qasama, so |'mgoing. It's the
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exact same thing."

"But it's not" Gmen said, her voice and eyes al nost pleading. "You don't have the training and
experience to be a warrior. You're just trying to cleanse your conscience through an act of
revenge."

Justin sighed and shook his head. "I'mnot out for revenge, really I'mnot. Between the ride back
and ny tine here |'ve had two weeks to work through nmy enotions on the matter, and ... | think I
understand mysel f and nmy notives. Qasana has to be stopped, we need nore information to do that—
he took a deep breath—"and if I'mnot a real warrior, |I'mprobably the closest thing to one |eft
on Aventine."

"Jonny has worked hard to nake the Cobras a force for peace and devel opnent in the Wrlds."

"But he had to go through his war first," Justin told her quietly. "And | have to go through

m ne. "

For a long mnute the roomwas silent. Then Justin gave his aunt a passable attenpt at a smile
"Your turn now. What's your secret?"

Gnen sighed, a long hissing sound of defeat, "If you | ook at a topographical map of Qasamm, you'l
see that all the cities and villages are scattered along a | ow, roughly boonerang-shaped ridge
four thou-
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sand kilonmeters or so in total length and maybe six hundred at its |argest diameter. There's
evidence that it was caused by an upwelling of basaltic magma in the fairly recent geol ogica
past."

"That's a tot of magma," Justin nurnured.

"Granted, though there are even larger exanples of this sort of thing back on sone of the Dom nion
wor | ds. Anyway, |'ve done sone conputer nodeling, and it | ooks very possible that the basalt
intruded into sone highly nmetallic rock layers. If that's the case the GCasanmans have a ready-nade
wavegui de for | ow frequency radi o waves a hundred neters bel ow them ready to dig antennas into.
That sort of systenis been used before, but with the netallic ore around it the basalt woul d keep
nearly all of the signal inside it, leaking very little of it out for anyone to pick up."

Justin whistled under his breath. "Cute. Very cute. A planet already wired for sound." And if
true, it would elimnate the last |ingering doubts he had about nbjo | ong-distance telepathic

abilities. That was worth a lot right there. "Wen will you know for sure if you're right?"

She sighed again. "l suppose it won't be certain until your intelligence raid finds the antennas."”
She gazed at hi m another nonent, then got to her feet. "I'd better be going," she said, backing
toward the door. "Alnb's waiting to take me back to nmy hotel. 1'Il ... talk to you later."

"Thanks for coming by," Justin said. "Don't worry—this'll be done in a day or two, and after it's
subnmitted I'Il have nore time to spend with the famly."

"Sure. Well . . . good night."

" '"Night, Aunt Gnen."

For a long mnute after she left he stayed where he was, eyes on the closed door. A hundred neters
down to the Qasamans' basaltic waveguide. Thirty stories, nore or less ... approximtely the depth
of the Purma building he'd escaped from Had that been all the
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pl ace was?—the | ocal comunications center, not the industrial conplex that he'd thought? If so—
If so, he'd nmissed little of truly vital inportance by his premature break for freedom

He was, perhaps, not a failure, after all. O at |least not as nuch of one as he'd thought.

It was nice to know. But, ultimately, it nmade little practical difference. There was still the job
on Qasanma to do, and he and his fellow Cobras the only ones who could do it.

Turning to his desk once nore, he got back to work.

Chapter 26

Stiggur was neither inpressed nor convinced by Jonny's argunents. Neither, very obviously, were
nost of the others.

"A telepathic bird," Vartanson snorted. "Cone on, nowsdon't you think you' re reaching just a
little too far for this one?"

Jonny kept his tenper with an effort. "What about the design of the cities?" he asked.

"What about it?" Vartanson shot back. "There are any of a hundred explanations for that. Muybe the
nmoj os get sick if they don't breed regularly and the city dwellers don't want to take trips into
the woods for the purpose. Maybe they can't wall out the bololin herds and this was the best
conprom se avail able.™

"Then why build cities?" Jonny said. "They |ike being decentralized-why not just stick with
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villages?"

"Because there are social and econom c advantages to a certain anount of popul ation
concentration,"” Fairleigh spoke up. "Masking any trace of their underground industry would be a
good reason all by itself."

"And before you bring up the Tactan spookies," Roi said, "your correlation between those and the
mojos is tentative at best—and the concl usions you
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conme to about the spookies is ridiculous. I'"msorry, but it is."”

"That's a rather blanket assessnment for sonmeone who doesn't know a thing about biology," Jonny
told himtartly.

"Ch, is it? Wll, perhaps we ought to ask our resident biologist, then." Roi turned to Tel ek

"Li zabet, what do you think?"

Tel ek favored himwi th a cool |ook, which she sent slowy around the table. "I think," she said at

last, "that we'd damm well better find out for sure. And that we'd better do it fast."

There was a stunned silence. Jonny stared at Tel ek, her unexpected support throwing his brain off-
line. "You agree the npjos are influencing the Qasanans' actions?" he asked.

"I agree they're nmore than they seem" she said. "How nuch nore is what we've got to find out."
Stiggur cleared his throat. "Lizabet ... | understand that your professional interests here are
naturally directed nore toward the nojos than the Qasaman technol ogi cal base. But—=

"Then let me put it another way," Telek interrupted him "I've known about Jonny's theory since
yest erday—never mind how-and |'ve used that tine to do a couple of new studies on the visua
record the team brought back." She | ooked at Roi. "Oor, | would say that the Pal atinian gl ow nose
is probably the nobst popul ar pet anywhere in the Wrlds—you agree? Good. How nany people on

Pal ati ne own one?"

Roi blinked. "I don't know, off hand. Eighty percent, |I'd guess."
"1 | ooked up the nunbers," Tel ek said. "Assum ng only one per custoner the figure is actually
under sixty percent. If you include all other pets the nunber of owners is still only about eighty-

seven percent."

"What's your point?" Stiggur asked.

Tel ek focused on him "Thirteen percent of an ad-
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mttedly pet-crazy people don't own pets. But every single damm Qasanan has a nojo."

Jonny frowned into the thoughtful silence, trying to visualize the scenes he'd seen fromthe
records. It was possible, he decided with some surprise. "No exceptions?" he asked Tel ek

"Only three the conputer scan cane up with, and two don't really count: children under ten or so,
and dancers and duelists. The duelists get their birds back after their curse ball gane, though,
and | suspect the dancers have themwaiting backstage, too. At which point we're back to one
hundred percent of the adult population with nojos. The floor is open for speculation.”

"They're living in a dangerous environnent," Vartanson shrugged.

"Not really," Tel ek shook her head. "The villages ought to be safe enough, with the walls and the
scarcity of the krisjaw predators that were nmentioned. And with the bololin alarnms even Sollas and
the other cities aren't all that hazardous any nore. The big 'danger' argunment strikes ne as a
convenient but flimsy rationale.”

"What about all their fellow humans running around with guns?" Roi snorted.

"Yes, what about that?" Jonny put in. Across the table Hemmer nuttered sonethi ng and began
fiddling with his display. Jonny waited a second, but he didn't say anything, so Jonny turned to
Vartanson. "Howi e, do you allow your people to carry their weapons inside the fortified
conmpounds?"

Vartanson shook his head slowy. "The Cobras are arnmed, of course, but alt hand weapons are
checked inside the inner doors."

"The Qasanmans have grown up with a tradition of carrying their guns, though," Fairleigh argued.
"You couldn't get themto just give themup overnight."

"Way not?" Tel ek asked. "They've also got a tradition of not attacking each other, renenber."
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"Besides which," Hemmer added wi t hout | ooking up, "banning in-city weapons has been done
successfully in dozens of places in the Dom nion."

"The Qasamans woul dn't put up with that, in my opinion," Roi shook his head.
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"Let's get back to the point, shall we?" Telek said. "The question is why the Qasamans are stil
bothering to carry these birds around with themwhen it's not necessary to do so."

"But we've answered that question,"” Stiggur said with a sigh. "As |ong as anyone carries a gun and
a noj o, everyone has to do so. Otherwi se they won't feel safe."

"The cultural conditioni ng—

"WIIl be adequate for nost of them" Stiggur said. "But not for all. And if | were a Qasanan, |'d
want protection against even that small group of dangerous people.”

Tel ek grinmaced, clearly hunting for a new approach. "Brom—+

"All right, we've tal ked | ong enough," Hemmer said firmy. "W're going to vote on Lizabet's
proposal . Now. "

Al'l eyes shifted to the frail old nman. "Jor, you're out of order
enotions are running high on all this—=

"You do, do you?" Hemmer sniled thinly. H's hands, Jonny noted with a vague tw nge of uneasiness,
had | eft their usual place on top of the table and were hidden fromviewin his [ap. "And you
prefer words to actions, | suppose. It's so much easier to nmanipul ate people's enotions. Wll, the
tinme has cone for action. We're going to vote, and we're going to pass Lizabet's nojo study. O

el se."

"Or else what?" Stiggur snapped, irritation finally breaking through

"Or else the nay votes will be elimnated,” Hemmer said harshly. "Beginning with him™"

And his right hand came up over the edge of the
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table, the small flat handgun clutched in it swiveling to point at Roi.

Soneone gasped in shock . . . but even before the pistol had steadied on its target, Jonny was in
nmotion. Both fingertip |lasers spat fire, one into the pistol, the other tracing a line directly in
front of Hetmmer's eyes. The old man jerked back with a cry as the heat and |ight reached his hand
and face, the pistol swinging away fromthe others. Gipping the table edge with both hands, Jonny
ki cked back and up with his feet, sending his chair spinning across the roomand flipping his body
to slamonto his back on the table. His | egs caught Hemmer's armfull force, eliciting a second
yelp fromthe other and sending the gun sailing into the far wall

"Get the gun!" Jonny snapped through the agony the sudden violence had ignited in his arthritic
joints. He swung up to a sitting position, grabbed both of Hemmer's wists. "Jor, what the hel

was that supposed to acconplish?"

"Just proving a point," Hemmer said calmy, the harshness of a mnute earlier gone without a
trace. "My wists —easy —"

"You were what ?"

“I'"ll be damed." The voice was Roi's and Jonny turned to | ook

Stiggur said quietly. "I know

Roi was standing by the far wall, holding Hemmer's

Whi ch was nothing nore than a pen and an intricately fol ded nmagcard.

Jonny | ooked down at Hemmer. "Jor . . . what's goi ng on?"

"As | said, | was proving a point," the other said. "Uh —if you wouldn't mnd . . . ?"

Rel easing his grip, Jonny clinbed carefully off the table and wal ked around back to his seat. Roi
sat down, too, and Stiggur cleared his throat. "This had better be good/' he warned Hemer.

The ot her nodded. "O or, were you arned just now
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when | pretended to pull a weapon on you?" he asked.

"Of course not," Roi snorted.

"Yet even with a real gun | wouldn't have been able to shoot you. True? Wiy not?"

"Because Jonny was here and he's faster than you are."

Hemer nodded and turned to Stiggur. "Security, Brom You don't need everyone carrying nojos for
your citizens to be protected. The npjos attack anyone drawi ng a gun, whether their own nasters
are specifically threatened or not." He waved at his display. "The records of the bus attack on
York clearly show that—+'ve just checked. Even if everyone wants to carry a gun, you still don't
need that many nojos. Twenty percent, or even |ess, conbined with the cultural bias agai nst
fighting woul d be nore than adequate."

"Assumi ng they're that peaceful w thout that tal-oned rem nder on their shoul ders," Fairleigh
grow ed. "Maybe they're nore violent w thout npjos nearby."”

Vartanson | aughed abruptly. "Dylan, did you hear what you just said? Al nost exactly what Jonny's
been suggesting." He nodded at Jonny. "All right; |I'mconvinced the nbjos need nore study. But we
need to | earn about the Qasanman technol ogi cal base, too, and |'m not sure which is nore
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i mportant."

"Then let's do both," Tel ek spoke up. Reaching to the stack of magdi sks in front of her, she
selected one and slid it into her reader. "This is a conplete tactical plan that was submitted to
my office yesterday via Alno Pyre. I'd like us all to read it through and seriously consider it as
a basis for the next mssion to Qasamm, Bron®?"

"Any conments or objections?" Stiggur asked, his eyes sweeping the table. "All right, then. Let's
take a | ook."

Tel ek sent the report to the other displays and they all settled down to read. Jonny felt menories
of his
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own tactical training rising to the surface as he studied the plan ... nmenories, and a grow ng
respect for Pyre's work. Granted that there were sone mlitary nmanuals and histories in the
conmputer library, it still took a great deal of raw talent to put together a schene this

conprehensive, especially with only the limted training the First Cobras had been able to give
Pyre and his team

It wasn't until he reached the end that he found the author's name ... and he stared at it for
nearly a minute before he finally could believe it.

Justin Moreau.

The wait in Telek's office had stretched into nearly two hours, but Pyre had been al nbost too busy
to notice. Justin's plan was highly detailed, but the boy naturally had not done any actua
personnel assignnments, a task that would fall to Coordi nator Sun and the Cobra upper echelon if
the plan was accepted. Nothing said Pyre couldn't subnit his own roster for their approval

t hough. He'd finished the main group and was working on the first of the three outrider teanms when
Tel ek returned.

"Wl | ?" he asked as she closed the door and sank into her desk chair.

"They bought it," she said with tired satisfaction. "Bromwants to submt it to a review board of

First Cobras, but | doubt they'll change it too nmuch. You still hold with two weeks to equip and
train the task force?"

Pyre nodded. "All they'll need is the nultiple-targeting enhancers and sone tactical training. For
a change, all the experience we've | ogged hunting down spine |leopards is going to do sone of us
sonme good. "

"Un You ... ah ... plan to be out in the forest, then?"

"1 had, yes. Unless you wanted ne on the village force.™

Tel ek pursed her lips. "Mght be better for you
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to stay aboard the ship, actually. To coordinate things."

"Ch?" Pyre eyed her. "You'd rather | not be down on Qasama?"

"1"d rather you not risk your life, if you nust know," she said grudgingly. "You' ve done your
bit."

"Ah. You feel the sanme way about Justin, Mchael, and Dorjay? Or is it different because you
specifically asked that / be aboard the Dewdrop the last tine around?"

Her Up curled. "So you did know. I'd hoped I'd hid nmy tracks a bit better than that."

"I have friends among the elite, too. Wiich is why | was surprised you' d requested ne."

Tel ek exhaled loudly. "Well, it wasn't because you were a good friend of the Mreaus,"” she said.
"Though that was why | asked you and Halloran for the initial cost study. But for the trip
itself...." She paused, eyes drifting to the window and the Capitalia city-scape beyond. "It
bothered nme all the way fromthe begi nning why the Baliu denmesne shoul d think Cobras would have a
better shot at the Qasamans then they did."

"They al ready knew the nojos attack drawn weapons," Pyre suggest ed.

"True. And there was the whole question of whether this was a test. But it occurred to ne that
there was one other possibility."

Pyre frowned in thought ... and suddenly it hit him "You think they knew we were the sane species
as the Qasanans?"

"I think it highly probable," Tel ek nodded. "Cobras would have an advantage in a war agai nst other
humans. And being the connivers they are, of course, they wouldn't want us to know who we were
facing until we'd comritted to some course of action.™

"Yeah," Pyre said slowmy. "W nearly got killed on Qasama and we're still barely hol di ng our own
with public opinion. Imagine the furor if we'd known in
282
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advance we were being asked to exterm nate another human society.'
"That doesn't explain ny presence aboard, though.”

She took a deep breath. "I didn't like the fact that | mght be called upon to betray another
human col ony out there. You were there to nake sure | kept ny priorities straight. Did you know,
Alnpo, that | was married once?"

He shook his head, taking the abrupt subject change in stride. "Divorced?"

He cocked an eyebrow at her.

"W dowed. Since before | becane a governor. He was a Cobra ... and he died on Caelian."

She paused, nenories flicking visibly across her face. Pyre waited, sensing what woul d cone next.
"You renmind ne a great deal of him" she continued at last. "In appearance; even nore in spirit. |
want ed you there as a constant rem nder that we need a new world for the Caelians to nove to."
"Even if that world is bought with the Qasamans' |ives?" he snarl ed.

The words canme out harsher than he'd intended themto, but Telek never flinched. "Yes," she said
quietly. "Even then. My duty is to the Cobra Wrlds, first and forenost ... and it's going to stay
that way."

Pyre | ooked at her, a sudden chill sending a shiver up his back. Al the tine together on the
Dewdrop ... and he hadn't really known her at all

"I'msorry if that makes you hate me," she said after a moment. "But in ny opinion | had no
choi ce. "

He nodded, though to which part of her statenent he wasn't sure. "If you'll excuse ne," he said,
hearing the stiffness in his voice, "I need to get back to work. | have a roster to conplete for
the teaml1'Il be taking to Qasama.”

She nodded. "All right. I'lIl talk to you later."

He turned and left ... and wondered that he didn't hate her for her ruthl essness.
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The Cobra board took Justin's plan apart, examned it, debated it, and—+n places—hanged it; and
then they put it together again and pronounced it sound. The forty-ei ght Cobras and fourteen
scientists who woul d be | anding on Qasama were chosen and trai ned. The Baliu denesne expressed
their displeasure at funding a second nission on what still anounted to specul ation, but well
before the training period was over Jonny and Stiggur were able to change the aliens' ninds.

And less than a nmonth after the Dewdrop had returned from Qasama, both it and the Menssana lifted
quietly fromthe Capitalia starport and headed back

Chapter 27

Ni ght on Qasanma.

The villages along the eastern armof what was now referred to as the Fertile Crescent were dark
as the Menssana drifted down on its gravity lifts. Dark, but visible enough in infrared scanners.
The roads connecting the towns were visible, too, the network narrowing like a filigree arrowhead
to point at the nost southerly village at the end of the crescent ... with but a single road
northward connecting it to the rest of Qasaman civilization

The Menssana stopped first along that road, sone twenty kiloneters north of town; and when it
lifted again it had left twenty-two people and the two aircars behind. The aircars thensel ves
lifted before the ship was out of sight, bound on nissions of their own; and, alnost lazily, the
Menssana swung sout hward toward the sleeping target village, its sensors taking in great gul ps of
el ectromagnetic radiation, sound, and particulate matter and spitting out maps and lists in
return. The ship circled the village once, maintaining a discreet distance to avoid detection

When it finally set down in the forest sonme fifty neters fromthe wall, the forty passengers who
emerged had a fair idea what they were getting into.

284
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Wthin half an hour, though no one el se yet knew it, they had taken the town.

The mayor got a full two steps into his office before his face registered the fact that soneone

el se was sitting on his cushions—and he nanaged another step and a half before he was able to
stop. His eyes widened, then narrowed as surprise turned to anger. He snapped sonething; "Wwo are
you"? the Menssana's conputer translated it.

"Good morning, M. Mayor," Wnward said gravely fromthe cushions, his newly reconstructed eyes
steady on the other's nojo. "Forgive the intrusion, but we need sonme information fromyou and your
peopl e. "

The mayor seened to freeze at the first words fromthe pendant around Wnward's neck ... and as
his eyes searched the Cobra's face the blood abruptly drained fromhis cheeks. "You!" he
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whi sper ed.

W nwar d nodded understandi ng. "Ah, so Kinmreron circulated our pictures, did he? Good. Then you
know who | am ... and you know the foolishness of resistance.”

The mayor's gun hand was trenbling as if in indecision. "I wouldn't advise it," Wnward told him
"I can kill both you and your npjo before you can draw. Besides, there are others with ne—+tots of
others—and if you start shooting the rest of your people probably will, too, and we'll just have
to kill a bunch of you to prove we can do it." He cocked his head. "W don't have to prove that,
do we?"

A nuscle in the other's cheek twitched. "I've seen the reports of your carnage,” he said grimy.
"Good," Wnward said, matching the other's tone. "I hate having to cover the sane ground tw ce.

So. Are you going to cooperate?"

The mayor was silent for a noment. "Wat do you want from us?"

Quietly, Wnward let out the breath he'd been holding. "W want only to ask your people sone ques-
286
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tions and do a few painless and harmnl ess studies on them and their npjos,"

He watched the mayor's face closely, but he could see no obvious reaction. "Very well," the
Qasanan said. "Only to prevent unnecessary bl oodshed, | will give in. But be warned: if your tests
aren't as harnm ess as you claimyou'll soon have nore bl oodshed than you have taste for."

"Agreed." Wnward stood and gestured to the cushions and the | ow switch-covered console beside it.
"Cal|l your people and tell themto |eave their homes and cone into the streets. They may bring
their nojos but nust |eave their guns inside."

"The wonen and children, too?"

"They must conme out, and some will need to be tested. If it'll make you feel better, | can allow a
close relative to be present while any woman or child is being questioned.”
"That ... would be appreciated.” The nayor's eyes held Wnward' s for a nonent, "To what denon have

you sold your soul, that you are able to return fromthe dead?"

W nward shook his head minutely. "You wouldn't believe it if |I told you," he said. "Now call your
peopl e."

The Qasaman pursed his lips and sat down. Flipping a handful of switches on the consol e, he began
speaki ng, his voice echoing faintly fromthe streets. Wnward |istened for a nonent, then reached
to his pendant and covered the translator m ke. "Dorjay: report.”

"Situation quiet at the long-range transmtter," Link's voice canme pronptly through his earphone
"Uh ... looks like the mayor's nessage is starting to stir up things out there now "

"Look sharp—we don't want anyone sneaking in there to send an SCS off to Sollas."

"Particularly as they'd catch us dismantling and studying all the nice equipnent in here," Link
added

dryly. "We'll be careful. You want ne to continue managi ng the gate and notor patrols, too?"

"Yes. It'll get pretty hectic here once the psych people get their business going."

"Ckay. Keep ne posted."

W nward tapped the mi ke once to break the private connection and then covered it again. "Governor
Tel ek? How re the pickups com ng over?"

"Perfectly," Telek's voice said in his ear. "Got sone good baseline readings on the nayor while he
was headi ng through the building, and the high-stress ones there in the office | ook even better."”
"Good. W'l get things started here as soon as we "can. Any word yet fromthe outrider teans?"
"Just routine check-ins. Dewdrop's not reporting any obvious troop novenents, either. Looks like
we sneaked in undetected."”

Whi ch shoul d nmean they'd have a few hours or even a day or two before the rest of the pl anet
realized they'd been invaded. After which things could get sticky. "Ckay. Dorjay says the tech
assessors are already pulling things apart, so you'll get sone data coming in on that front soon
Qut."

The mayor | eaned back fromhis console to |ook up balefully at Wnward. "They will conply wth
your demands," he said. "For now, at any rate."

Getting his courage back? That was fine with Wnward—the nore nood swi ngs the Qasanans went

t hrough, the nore useful the data the hidden sensors would get. Provided the mayor didn't get too
courageous. "Fine," the Cobra nodded. "Then let's go out and join them while our people get things
organi zed. After you give ne your gun, of course.”

The Qasaman hesitated a split second before sliding the weapon out of its holster and laying it
atop the console. "Ckay; let's go," Wnward said, |eaving the gun where it was. If Telek's theory
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was right, chances were he could pick up the weapon w t hout
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drawing a nojo attack ... but he wasn't ready to make a test case out of it, not yet.

Silently the Qasanan rose to his feet, and together the two nen left the office.

The section of forest the outrider-two team had put their aircar down into was reasonably sparse,
as such things went, rem nding Rey Banyon nore of the woods they'd seen on Chata than the denser
forests of Aventine's far west region where he'd grown up. The good news was that the openness
aided visibility; the bad was that it allowed for larger animals to live here. By and large, a
fairly even trade.

But for the nonent the forest's denizens, |large and small, were keeping their distance. Eyes
sweeping the vicinity of the aircar, he listened with half an ear to the conversati on between Dr.
Hanford and the Dewdrop in orbit above them

"Wll, we didn't spot anything when we swept the area," Hanford was saying. "Are you still show ng
somet hi ng near by ?"
"Negative," the voice canme Back. "I think it went back under the trees and we lost it."

Hanford exhal ed | oudly. Banyon understood his irritation perfectly: this was the third tinme in the
six hours they'd been on Qasana that they'd nmade a nad dash to the possible |ocation of a krisjaw,
only to cone up enpty.

And to make it worse, they weren't even sure that a krisjaw was what they needed to find.

"Any idea even which way it went?" the zool ogi st asked at |ast.

"Dr. Hanford, you have to understand the Dewdrop's infrareds weren't designed for such pin-point
work, at least not fromthis distance. Let me see . . . if | had to guess, I'd say to try

nort hwest . "

"Thanks," Hanford said dryly. "Call if you spot another target."

"Nort hwest," one of the other two zool ogi sts nut-
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tered as Hanford broke the connection. "I'd guess northwest, too, if |I had to. That's the

direction animals run on this crazy planet."
"l doubt the predators do." Hanford sighed. "Wll, Rey? On foot or by air?"

"By air, | suppose,” Banyon said. "We'll try spotting on our own for awhile. See if we can do any
better."
"Can't possibly do any worse. Well, let's go."

The three zool ogists clinbed back into the aircar, followed by Banyon and his three Cobra
teammates. Rising to just over treetop |evel, they headed sl owy northwest.

Christopher flipped off the nmike with a snort and settled back to glaring at the infrared displ ay,
nmuttering under his breath. Eyeing himover his own screen, York chuckled. "Having trouble, Bil?"
"This isn't even ny job," Christopher grow ed w thout |ooking up. "How am | supposed to find
krisjaw hot spots when | don't even know what they're supposed to | ook |ike?"

"You find a |arge hot spot that's novi ng—

"Yes, | know all that. Elsner just better hurry up and get back here, that's all |'ve got to say."
"He still at the main display |ooking for a bololin herd for outrider-three?"

"Yeah." Christopher visibly shivered. "Those guys rmust be nuts. You sure wouldn't catch nme chasing
bol ol i ns around. "

"You woul dn't catch me down there at all,’

Yor k mur nur ed.

Chri stopher sent hima quick |look. "Yeah. |, uh ... | understand you were asked to be on the
Menssana with Lizabet, Yuri, Marck, and the others."
"That's right," York told himevenly. "I refused.”

"Ch." Christopher's eyes strayed to York's new right arm-his new nmechanical right arm+then slipped
guiltily away.
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"You think it's because of this, don't you?" York asked, raising his armand opening his hand. The
fingers twitched once as he did so, nute rem nder of the fact that his brain hadn't totally
adapted to the neural/electronic interfaces yet. "You think I'"'mafraid to go down there agai n?"
"Of course not—=

"Then you're wong," York told himflatly. "I"mafraid, all right, and for damm good reasons."
Christopher's face was taking on an increasingly unconfortable expression, and it occurred to York
that the other had probably never heard anyone speak quite this way before. "You want to know why
Yuri and Marck and the others are down there and |I'mup here?" he asked.
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"Well ... all right, why?"

"Because they're trying to prove they're brave," York said. "Partly to others, but mainly to
thensel ves. They're denonstrating that they can stick their heads in the spine |eopard s nouth a
second tine if they have to, without flinching."

"Whereas you feel no such need?"

"Exactly," York nodded. "I've had ny courage tested nmany tines. Both before | cane to Aventine and
since then. | know I'm brave, and |I'mdam well not going to take unnecessary chances to prove it
to the universe at large." He waved at his display. "If and when the Qasamans nake their nove |
can assess their nmilitary level just as well fromup here as | could on the surface. Ergo, here's
where | stay.”

"I see," Christopher nodded. But his eyes still |ooked troubled. "Makes sense, certainly.

I"mwell, I'mglad that's cleared up."

He turned back to his display, and York suppressed a sigh. Christopher hadn't understood, any nore
than the rest of them had. They still thought it was all just a conplicated way of not saying he

was a coward.

The hell with all of them

Turni ng back to his own screen, he resuned his
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watch for military activity. In his lap his nechanical hand curled into a fist.

It was shortly after noon when the Dewdrop finally located a bololin herd within the specified
di stance of the village, and it was another hour before outrider-three's aircar reached it. The
herd had paused anong the trees to graze, and as the aircar drifted by overhead Rem Parker

whi stl ed under his breath. "Nasty-looking things," he conment ed.

One of the other three Cobras muttered an agreenent. "I think | can see the tarbines—+those tan
spots behind the heads, inside the quills.”

"Yeah. Great place for a sumrer hone." Parker glanced at the tech huddl ed over his instrunents in
the next seat. "Well, Dan? Possibl e?"

Dan Rostin shrugged. "Marginal. W're pretty far south of the direct route here—+t'll take a large
deviation to get themon track. But if they cooperate as well as the flatfbots on Chata it ought
to work okay. Hang on a second and |I'Il have the details for you."

It turned out not to be quite as bad as Parker had feared. Nowhere would the magnetic field they
woul d be superinposi ng change the overall field Iine direction by nore than twenty degrees, and
the anplitudes necessary were well within their equiprment's capabilities.

O course, they woul d occasionally need to get within a hundred neters of the herd' s center, wth

the risk to the aircar fromthe flanks that such a close approach would entail. But then, that was
why the Cobras were along in the first place.
"Well, let's get started,” Parker told the others. "And let's hope they're as much like their

flatfoot cousins as the bio people say they are.” O herw se—he didn't add—the Cobras mni ght just

wi nd up herding them rancher style, all the way to the village.

And that was a trick he wasn't anxious to try.
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It was al nost sundown when Wnward returned froma tour of his Cobras' positions to the mayora

of fice building, where Dr. McKinley and the rest of the psych people had set up shop. One of the
Qasamans was being escorted out of McKinley's roomas Wn-ward arrived, and he took the
opportunity to take a quick look inside. "Hello," he nodded to the two nmen as he poked his head
around the door. "How s it going?"

McKi nl ey | ooked about as tired as Wnward had ever seen a man; but his voice was brisk enough
"Pretty good, overall. Even without the conputer analysis | can see the stress |evels changing
pretty nmuch as predicted."”

"Good. You about to close down this phase for the evening?”

"Got one nore to do. If you'd like, you could stay and watch."

W nward eyed the Cobra guard standing silently against the wall. He, too, |ooked tired, though
just as far fromadnmtting it as McKinley was. "Al ek, why don't you go ahead and get sone dinner,"
he told the other. "I'Il stay here while Dr. MKinley finishes up."

"I'd appreciate that," A ek nodded, heading for the door. "Thanks."

McKinley waited until he was gone, then touched a button on his translator pendant. "Ckay; send in
nunber forty-two."

A noment |ater Wnward's enhanced hearing picked up two sets of footsteps approaching; and the
door opened to admit another Cobra and a tense-|ooking Qasaman nale. The Cobra left, and MKinl ey
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gestured to the low chair facing his appropriated desk. "Sit down, please.”

The Qasaman conplied, throwing a suspicious glance at Wnward. Hi s npjo, Wnward noted, was al nost
cal m by conparison, although it seened to be rippling its feathers rather frequently.
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"Let's begin with your nanme and occupation," MKinley said. "Just speak clearly toward the
recorder here," he added, waving at the rectangul ar box perched on a corner of the desk

The man answered, and MKinl ey noved on to general questions concerning his interests and life in
the village. Gradually the tone and direction of the questioning shifted, though, and within a few
m nutes McKinl ey was asking about the nan's relationships with friends, his frequency of
intercourse with his wife, and other highly personal nmatters. Wnward watched the Qasaman cl osely,
but to his untrained eye the other seened to be taking MKinley's prying with reasonabl e grace.
The stress indicators built into the recorder and the man's chair, of course, would deliver a nore
scientific assessment.

McKi nl ey was hal fway through a question about the man's chil dhood when he broke off and, as he'd
done forty-one tinmes already that day, pretended to listen with annoyance to sonething com ng

t hrough his earphone. "I'msorry," he told the Qasanman, "but apparently your nojo's flapping

noi ses are interfering with the recording. Uh— He glanced around the room pointed to a |large
cushion in the far corner. "Wuld you nind putting himover there?"

The ot her grinmaced, glancing again at Wnward. Then, body | anguage el oquent with protest, he
conmplied. "Good," MKinley said briskly as the Qasanan seated hinself again. "Let's see; | guess
shoul d backtrack a bit."

He | aunched into a repeat of an earlier question, and Wnward shifted his attention to the npjo
sitting inits corner. Sitting; but clearly not happy with its bani shnent. The head novenents and
feather ruffling Wnward had noted earlier had increased dramatically, both in frequency and
magni t ude. Nervous at being separated fromits protector? the Cobra wondered. O upset because it
can't influence things as well at this distance? The whol e i dea of the npjos
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havi ng some sublimnm nal power over the Qasamans nade Wnward feel decidedly twitchy. Al one anobng

all he'd talked to, he still hoped Jonny Mreau's theory was w ong.

"Dam. "

Wnward turned his attention back to the interrogation to find MKinley scoming into space. "I'm
sorry, but the recorder's still picking up too nuch noise. | guess we're going to have to put your
nmoj o out of the roomentirely. Kreel ?—aould you conme in here a minute. Bring sonething tal on-proof
with you."

"Wait," the Qasaman said, half rising fromhis seat. "You cannot take ny mojo away from here."
"Way not?" McKinley asked. "W won't hurt it, and you'll have it back in a few minutes." The door

opened and the Cobra who'd earlier escorted the Qasaman in stepped into the room a thick cloth
bunched in his hand.
"You nust not take him" the Qasaman repeated, the first hint of anger beginning to show through

his stoicism "I have cooperated fully—you have no right to treat me this way."
"Seven nore questions—that's all," MKinley said soothingly. "Five minutes or less, and you'l
have it back. Look, there's an enpty office across the hall; Kreel can just stand there in the

m ddl e of the roomw th your mojo on his arm and when we're done you can open the door and get it
back. No harmw Il cone to it—+ promse."

Provided it behaves itself, Wnward added silently. Kreel would have another Cobra in the room
with him lasers targeted on the bird the whole tine, but Wnward didn't envy himthe job of
standing there with nojo talons Iess than half a meter fromhis face.

The Qasaman was still protesting, but it was clear fromhis voice that he knew it was futile.
Kreel nmeanwhile had wapped the cloth around his left forearmand stooped to present it to the
moj o. Wth obvious hesitation the bird clinbed aboard. Kreel |eft, clos-

COBRA STRI KE

295

ing the door behind them and MKinley resuned his questioning. \

It was all over, as he'd promised, in less than five nminutes; but well before it ended W nward
canme to the conclusion that he was seeing just how angry a Qasaman coul d beconme w t hout physically
attacki ng sonmething. The man's earlier grudgi ng cooperation becane an al nost pal pabl e bitterness
as he spat his answers at the recorder. Twice he refused to answer at all. Wnward found his own
nmuscl es tensing in anticipation of the nonent when the Qasaman's control broke conpletely and sent
hi m di ving across the desk in a strangulation attenpt.
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That noment, fortunately, never canme. MKinley finished his list, and thirty seconds |l ater the man
and npojo were reunited across the hall. "One nore thing and you can go," MKinley told himas he
stroked the bird' s throat soothingly. "Kreel's going to put a nunbered ribbon around your neck so
we'll know we' ve already talked to you. | presune you won't want to go through this again."”

The Qasaman snorted, but otherw se ignored everyone except his nmojo as Kreel wapped the red

ri bbon snugly around his neck and seal ed the ends together. Then, still wordlessly, he stal ked
down the hall toward the exit, Kreel a step behind him

McKi nl ey took a deep breath, let it out in a long sigh. "And if you thought that was rough," he
told Wnward wyly, "wait'll you see what's on-line for tonorrow. "

"I can hardly wait," Wnward said as they wal ked back to the testing room "You really getting
anything worthwhile fromall of this?"

"Ch, sure." Swiveling the recorder box around, MHKinley opened a panel to reveal a conpact display
and keyboard. He busied hinself with the latter and a set of curves appeared on the screen
"Conposite of the three hundred sixty Qasamans we tested today," he told Wnward. "Conpared to a
dat a base-
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line we took on Aventine the week before we left. The Qasamans maintain a nmuch |ower stress |evel
despite the obnoxi ous content of the questions, as long as their npjos are on their shoulders. It
rises sone when we put the birds across the room but it doesn't really shoot up until the birds
are out of sight. Then it actually goes above our baseline | evel s—+ight here—and it drops off
much faster when they get the npjos back.”

Wnward pursed his lips. "Sone of that could be irritation fromhaving to go over the sane
questions tw ce," he suggested.

"And sone of it could be differences between our cultures, though we've tried to mninize both
effects,” MKinley nodded. "Sure. W haven't got any proof yet, but the indications are certainly
there.”

"Yeah." Sublinmnal control ... "So what are you doing tonorrow that'll be worse?"

"We're going to let them keep their nojos throughout the questioning, but we're going to irritate
the birds with ultrasonics and see how much if any of the tension transfers."”

"Sounds |ike great fun. You know enough about npjo senses to know what'll do the trick?"

"We think so. | guess we'll find out."

"Um Then day three is when you try mxing the nojos and owners up?"

"Right. And we'll also do the hunt-stress test sone tinme in there, whenever outrider-three is able
to get their bololin herd here. | only hope we'll have enough people with sensor-ribbons on by

then to get us sone good nunbers—t's for sure we won't be able to repeat that experinent."”
McKi nl ey cocked an eyebrow. "You | ook pensive. Trouble?"

Wnward pursed his [ips. "You really think it'll take the rest of the planet two nore days to-
figure out sonething's wong and make some mmj or response?”

"1 thought we wanted themto react."

"W want themto react sufficiently for us to see
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their heavy weaponry, if any," Wnward said. "We don't want themto put togetherssonething
power ful enough to roll over us."

"Quch. Yes; | concede the difference. Wll ... if they nove faster, | guess we'll just have to
speed things up. And you Cobras will have to start earning your room and board here the hard way."
Wnward grimaced. Heavily arned Qasamans . . . and clouds of nojos. "Yes. | guess we will."
Chapter 28

York had put in a |long day aboard ship and had | ooked forward to at |east one good night's sleep
before things heated up bel ow. But he'd been asleep barely four hours when the intercom s pinging
dragged hi m awake. "Yes—York/' he munbled. "What is it?"

" Somnet hi ng happeni ng on Qasama, " the duty officer's voice said. "I think you'll want to see this."
"On ny way."
Robed and barefoot, he was seated before one of the big displays in two ninutes flat ... and the

i mge there was indeed worth waking himfor

"Helicopters,” he identified themto the two spotters on duty. "Possibly with auxiliary thrusters—
they're making pretty good speed. Were' d they conme fronP"

"We first picked themup a few kilonmeters east of Sollas,"” the duty officer told him "Could have
conme a fair distance, though, if they'd been going slower; it was the novenent we noticed first."
"Uh- huh." York tapped keys, watched the results appear at the bottom of the screen. Six units,
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flying just a bit subsoni c—which didn't prove anything about their actual capabilities—heading
sout heast toward the Menssana's village. ETA, roughly two hours. "Get ne Governor Tel ek," he said
over his shoul der.
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Tel ek had al so been asleep, and by the time the Menssana's duty officer rousted her out of bed
York had a bit nore information. "Two oNhemare fairly big, possibly inplying troop carriers," he
told her. "The other four are smaller; |'d guess reconnai ssance or attack. CQdds are probably good
that they're converted civilian craft, instead of specifically mlitary ones, which should be to
our advant age."

"Well, at least they don't have gravity lifts," Telek nused. "That's one technol ogi cal edge we
know we' ve got."

"Not necessarily." York shook his head. "No one puts grav lifts on attack helicopters, whether
they've got "emor not—the things are wildly inefficient for tight, high-speed maneuveri ng.

Besi des, for nighttime applications a grav lift's gl ow nakes you a flying bull's-eye."

"So these are sonet hing we should worry about ?"

York snorted. "Worry and a half. We used a lot of helicopters back in the Marines, and |'ve seen
them chew up areas tw ce the size of your village."

Telek's intercomimnmage went tight-Iipped. "Except that they'd kill three thousand of their own
people if they try that."

"Right, and | doubt they're quite that desperate yet," York agreed. "And they're unlikely to hang
around over head sniping at the Cobras until they have an idea of what we've got to shoot back
with. "

"So the gl eaner-team stays put," Telek said. "But the outrider teanms go to ground?"

"They certainly make t hensel ves inconspi cuous. And the Menssana gets the hell out of there."
"Dam." Telek bit at her lip. "Yeah, you're right. You think going to ground a hundred kil onmeters
away will be safe enough?”

"The farther the better. But you've got to nove fast, before they're close enough to spot your
grav lifts. | don't want to find out the hard way what sort of air-to-air capability they have."
300
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"Good point. Captain Shepherd?"

"Three mnutes to lift," the other's voice cane into the circuit. "W've picked a tentative hiding
pl ace three hundred kil oneters northwest of here, subject to your approval."”

"What, right in the path of the helicopters?" York frowned.

"No, several kilometers off their approach. There's a large section of good rock cover under a
crevasse overhang there—and it's certainly the last direction the Qasanmans woul d expect us to
run. "

"Fine," Telek put in inpatiently. "Just get us noving; I'll look the naps over when | have tine.
Decker, keep an eye on those helicopters and |l et us know if anything el se shows up."

"WIIl do," York said. "And you people sit on your screens, too—they coul d have sneaked
antiaircraft or spotters out there under the trees earlier today."

"You're a confort in ny old age," Telek returned dryly. "I've got to go now, get Mchael on the
line. Talk to you later."

Tel ek' s i mage vani shed fromthe screen. "At |east they can't block or trace our comrunications
this time around," the duty officer said.

"Unl ess they' ve | earned about split-frequency radio in the past six weeks," York told him heavily.
"And | wouldn't put it past them" Taking a deep breath, he chased the | ast of the sleep fromhis
mind. "Al right, gentlenmen, let's get busy. Conplete sweep of the village and everything for a
thousand kil onmeters around it. If anything's noving out there, | want to know about it."

The helicopter formation broke up about fifty kiloneters west of the village, two of the snaller
ones heading straight in while the others circled to the north and south. Wnward's Cobras braced
for an attack ... but the craft nmde only a single pass overhead before regrouping to the east and
Swi ngi ng
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around to head north. For awhile they tracked along the road, and Pyre and his outrider-one team
braced in turn. But if they were spotted there was no sign. Continuing north, the helicopters
faded into the background sonewhere near the next village, disappearing fromthe Dewdrop's
screens.
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"You think they picked us up?" Justin asked Pyre as the ten Cobras of outrider-one returned
cautiously to their roadside positions.

"Hard to tell,"” the other sighed, checking his watch. About an hour and a half to |oca
sunrise—plenty of time for the craft to refuel, rearm even sit around for awhile and di scuss
strategy, and still get back in time for a predawn attack if they wanted to. "Depends really on

how good their infrareds are. Radar and notion sensors woul d have been pretty useless with the
tree canopy this thick."

"I woul d have thought they'd have attacked if they'd spotted us," one of the others comented.
"Unless they still think we didn't notice themin the darkness," Pyre pointed out. "In that case
they mght prefer not to tip off the gleaner-teamby incinerating a section of forest twenty
kiloneters north."

"They'l|l leave that for the ground troops in the norning, | suppose,"” soneone else put in dryly.
Pyre grinmaced; the news of the convoy noving south along the roads had come fromthe Dewdrop only
fifteen minutes earlier. "Probably," he adnmtted. "Though if | were theml1'd bring the helicopters
back for the party, too. Not nuch point in subtlety by that tine."

"What fun," Justin said. "Any other good news?"

Pyre shrugged. "Only that the convoy's not due for a few nore hours at the | east-which neans sone
of us should get reasonably caught up on our sleep before then."

"Only some of us?"

"W've got to have sentries,’
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thing past the Dewdrop—and the helicopters m ght come back. Hey, get used to it, friends—this is
what warfare is all about: worry and | ack of sleep.”

Pl us, of course, a lot of dying. Pyre hoped they wouldn't have to find out too rmuch about that
part.

The helicopters' early norning flyby hadn't gone unnoticed by the gl eaner-team of course. But it
wasn't until the day's testing began that they discovered the villagers, too, had heard the
overhead activity.

"You can see it in their faces and body | anguage as clearly as if they were weari ng w aparound

di splays/' MKinley told Wnward tightly an hour into the interviews. "They know the government's
on to us and they're fully expecting some kind of nove soon, probably within a day."

W nward nodded; York and the others aboard the Dewdrop had cone to the sanme conclusion. "Well, we
certainly can't sit put for a hall-scale mlitary operation here. Wat's the earliest tinme you can
be fini shed?"

"Depends on how nmuch data you want to take back,' the other shrugged. "We're already conbining the
original day two and day three schedul es, taking half the data points we'd originally planned for
each—

From one of the roons down the hall came a nuffled shriek and the crash of a falling object.
"What 2" McKi nl ey snapped, spinning around.

W nward was already noving at a dead run, auditory enhancers keyed for foll ow up noises. The
sounds of a struggle ... muffled curses ... that door—

He slammed it open to see one of the Cobras pulling a struggling Qasanan fromthe desk he'd
apparently thrown hinself across. The experinmenter, picking hinmself up shakily fromthe fl oor
behi nd his overturned chair, was white-faced with shock, the pale skin in sharp contrast to the
oozing blood on his cheek. Beside himon the floor |ay a dead nojo.

Pyre pointed out. "Can't count on the Qasamans not to sneak sorme-
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The Cobra | ooked up as Wnward strode in. "The nojo tried to attack, and | had to kill it. | was a

little too slowto stop this one."
W nward nodded as McKinley skidded into the roombehind him "Get himout of here," he told the
Cobr a.

"Killers," the Qasanman spat toward W nward as theot her Cobrahaul edhi mtoward t he door. "Foul spring
excrement verm n—
The door slanmmed on his tirade. "Loses a lot in translation, I'Il bet." Wnward and MKinl ey noved

to the tester's side. "You okay?"

"Yeah," the other nodded, dabbing with a handkerchief at his cheek. "Took nme conpletely by
surprise—his control just seened to snap, and there he was on top of ne."

W nward exchanged gl ances with MKinley. "Wen was that? Wen his mojo was kil led?"

"Oddly enough, no. As a matter of fact, | think they both junped ne at the sane tinme. Though
couldn't swear to that."
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"Um" MKinley nodded. "Well, the tapes will show the details. You'd better go to HQ get those
scratches | ooked at. No point taking any chances."

"Yes, sir. Sorry."

"Not your fault. And don't cone back until you're sure you feel ready to continue. W're not in
that much of a hurry."

The tester nodded and left. "If he's too obviously nervous it could skew his results,” MKinley
expl ai ned.
W nward nodded. He had the recorder box back on the table now and popped the rear panel. "Let's

see what really happened.”

The tester, it turned out, had been correct. Bird and nman had attacked at precisely the sane
noment .

"You can see signs of agitation in both of them" MKinley pointed out, running the tape again.
"The rippling feathers and snappi ng notions of the beak here; the shifting nuscle lines in his
face, here, and the hand novenents."
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"This is all in response to ultrasonics that humans can't hear?" Sonething prickled on the back of

Wn-ward' s neck

"Right. Just took at the tester here—he's in the sane ultrasonic beamand isn't so nuch as
sweating hard." MKinley bit at his lip. "But | wasn't expecting this much of a conmon reaction."
"They're getting some of their courage back, maybe, knowi ng troops are on the way."

"But the birds aren't supposed to be intelligent enough to pick up on things Iike that,"” MKinley
grow ed.

"Maybe they pick it up via body | anguage fromtheir hunans. Maybe that's the way the npjos
agitation transmts in reverse, too,"

"Possible." MKinley sighed. "Unfortunately, the body | anguage and tel epathic theories are going
to be very hard to distinguish between wi thout |ong-term studies."

"Which we don't have tine for." Wnward grinaced. "Well, do the best you can—saybe you and the bio
people will be able to pull useful results out of the raw data. In the neantine, try to avoid
pushi ng any nore of your subjects over the brink."

"Yeah."

Banyon took a deep breath, exhaled it carefully. At long last, paydirt.

The three creatures eyeing the humans fromthe undergrowth were krisjaws, all right—surely no two
creatures on Qasana coul d have those wavy, flanme-shaped canine teeth. Nearly two nmeters long, with
the | ean nuscul ature and stealth of predators, they eased toward the four humans, eyes fixed on
their prey.

And Governor Tel ek's theory had been correct. On the shoul der of each sat an equally attentive
noj o.

"Now what ?" Hanford murnured, a bit nervously, at Banyon's side.
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"You have the recorders running?" The Cobra sensed rather than saw Hanford's nod. "Everyone el se
in position?"

Three acknow edgnments cane through his earphone. The other Cobras had the krisjaws boxed up ..
and it was tinme to test the predators' reactions. "Get ready," he muttered to the zool ogists
grouped behind him "Here goes." Raising his hands, he fired a salvo fromfingertip lasers into
the brush at either side of the stal king ani nmals.

The krisjaws weren't stupid. Al three froze in place for a long minute and then began backi ng
away as cautiously as they'd been advancing. They got barely a nmeter, though, before a second
burst of laser fire fromone of Banyon's hidden flankers traced a |line of snoldering vegetation
behi nd them Again they froze, heads turning slowy as if to seek out their hidden assail ant.

"Well," Banyon said after a few seconds, "it |ooks like they' Il be staying put for a bit. How
close did you want to exani ne then®"
"No cl oser than necessary," one of the zoologists nmuttered. "I don't trust a flash net to hold

anyt hi ng that size."

"Nonsense, " Hanford sai d—+hough not all that confidently, Banyon thought. "Let me take a shot at
the one on the right. Everyone watch for trouble."

There was a soft chuff of conpressed air from behi nd Banyon's shoul der, a glinpse of a tiny
cylinder arrowing toward the target krisjaw-and with an explosive crack the flash net blew out to
tangle the krisjaw s head and forel egs. Screeching, the nbjo on its back shot clear ... and the
krisjaw went berserk.
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Banyon had used flash nets against spine | eopards on Aventine on numerous occasi on—had trapped
bi gger and neaner-1 ooki ng animals orr-the Menssana's five-world tour a couple of nonths ago—but
never in all that had he seen such a violent reaction. The krisjaw screamed in rage, slashing as
best it could with teeth and claws at the fine mesh clinging to its
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body, rolling around in the underbrush and occasionally even twisting itself entirely off the
ground in its frenzy.

And within seconds it had opened up tears in the net.

Hanford stepped a pace forward, raising his air gun again, but Banyon had al ready made his
decision. "Forget it," he called to the zool ogi st over the noise, pressing the gun barrel down.
Targeting, he swng his leg up and fired his antiarnor |aser.

The |l andscape lit up briefly, and with one final screamthe krisjaw collapsed anong the ruins of
t he net.

Sonmeone swore feelingly under his breath. "No wonder the Qasamans organi ze hunts agai nst these

t hi ngs. "

"Yeah." Banyon shifted his attention to the other two krisjaws, still waiting quietly. Witing,
but several neters further to the side than they'd been a mnute earlier. A new line of blackened
veget ati on snol dered beside them "Wat happened?—they try to slip away in the confusion?"

"They thought about it," one of the Cobras replied dryly. "I think we've convinced themto
cooperate for the nonent."

"Cooperate,” Hanford nused. "I seemto renenber the mayor of Huriseem nmentioning the krisjaws were
pretty peaceful when the Qasamans first got here."

"He said it was a |l egend," one of the others reminded him "I find it hard to swallow that an

ani mal ' s behavi or woul d change that drastically."

"What do you think we're |ooking at right now?" Hanford snorted. "Those two krisjaws are being
about as peaceable as they cone.™

"Only because they see they' |l be cut to ribbons if they try anything.”

"Which in itself is highly suggestive,” Banyon put in. "Renenber the gl eaner-teamreport this

nor ni ng
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about the apparent transfer of aggressi on between nmojos and hunans?"

"You think the nbjo made the krisjaw fight back agai nst the net?" Hanford shaded his eyes as he
searched the trees for the escaped bird.

"Just the opposite,” Banyon told him "I'mwondering if perhaps the npbjo was sitting on the
krisjaw s natural aggression, holding it in check until it was forced too far away."

"That's crazy," one of the Cobras scoffed. "The krisjaws are sitting targets out there—their best
survival tactic right nowis to run or attack."

"Except that we've denonstrated we can kill themif they try either,” Hanford said thoughtfully.
"Remenber the spookies on Tacta? If the nbjos have a simlar sense for relative danger they nay
recogni ze that their best bet really is to sit and wait."

There was a | ong norment of silence as the others digested that. "I suppose it's reasonably self-
consi stent, as theories go," one of the zoologists said at last. "Hard to see how a systemlike
that would get started, though. Not to nention how you'd prove it."

"Aven a telepathic ability, it seens pretty straightforward to ne," Banyon said. "The npjos need
sonme predator strong enough to take on a bololin in order to get access to their enbryo-hosts.
Maybe the nojo acts as | ong-range spotter for the krisjawin return or sonething."

"Though with the mojo's control the relationship doesn't have to be particularly nutual," Hanford
mur nured. "The birds nmay be out-and-out parasites.”
"Yeah," Banyon said. "And as for proving it ... Dale, target the nbjo nearest you, all right? Head

shot; fast and clean, without affecting the krisjaw directly."

"Ckay," the voice cane in his ear. "Ready."

Banyon targeted the appropriate krisjaw and eased his weight onto his right leg. If this worked he
wanted his antiarnmor |aser ready to fire. "Okay: now. "
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A flicker of light from beside and behind the krisjaw caught the nojo—and an instant |later the
krisjaw screaned and charged. Banyon | eaned back as he activated the automatic fire control, his
leg swinging up to fire point blank at the creature's face. There was a bl aze of reflected |ight,
and the krisjaw s fur bl ackened as the laser flash-burned it. The animal slanmed heavily to the
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ground—

And Banyon | ooked up just in tine to see the remaining krisjaw s nmojo streaking for his face.

The | andscape tilted crazily as his nanoconputer threw himout of the way of the bird s attack—but
not before he saw the the krisjaw, too, was in notion. He hit the ground, rolling awkwardly on his
| eft shoul der as soneone screaned ... and he came up into a crouch to see the krisjaw spring
toward Hanf ord.

Banyon snapped his hands up in a fast dual shot at the predator, but what saved the zoologist's
life in that first half second was his own reflexive shot with his flash net gun. The krisjaw hit,
slanm ng Hanford to the ground, but with claws and teeth tenporarily blocked by the netting it
could do little except gouge at its victim Banyon scranbled to get his legs clear of the

undergrowth ... but before he could bring his antiarnor |laser to bear two brilliant spears of
light it up the forest and the krisjaw collapsed in a charred heap
Banyon got to his feet, |ooking quickly around. The npbjo was still unaccounted for

But not for long. The bird was perched atop one of the other zoologist's crossed forearnms, w ngs
beating at the man's head and shoulders as it tried to work its beak in to the face.

Banyon was on it in a second, grabbing its neck with both hands and squeezing. The npjo rel eased
its grip, fluttering wildly as it tried to get at its new attacker. But Banyon's grip had Cobra

servos behind it ... and within a few seconds the bird lay linp in his hands. "You okay?" he asked
t he
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zool ogi st, wincing at the blood oozing through the other's sleeves.

"Arms and head hurt like crazy," the other grunted, |lowering his guard hesitantly. "CO herw se .
okay, | think."

H s face, at least, was unmarked. "We'll get you right back to the aircar," Banyon told him
turni ng back to Hanford. The other Cobras had the krisjaw carcass off himnow, and Dal e was
kneel i ng beside him "How is he?" Banyon asked.

"M ght have a cracked rib or two," Dale said, getting to his feet. "Not a good idea to carry him
far; 1'1l go bring the aircar here."

Banyon nodded and knelt beside Hanford as Dale set off at a fast trot. "How are you feeling?" he
asked.

"Scientifically vindicated," Hanford nurnured, managing a weak snile. "W've now proved that nojos
inthe wild serve the sane role they do for the Qasanans. They help the krisjaws fight."

"And apparently help decide when fighting' s the best approach,” Banyon nodded.

"As opposed to sinply getting out of the way?"

Banyon | ooked up to nmeet the angry glare of the teanmis uninjured zoologist. "I wasn't running out
on you," he said quietly.

"Of course not," the other snorted. "Just getting to a place where you could line up a clear shot,
right? While it was busy with the rest of us. Fine job—really fine." He turned his back

Banyon sighed, closing his eyes briefly. They woul d never | earn—neither the people who assigned
Cobras as bodyguards, nor the bodyguarded people thenselves. In a pinch a Cobra's conputerized
refl exes were designed to protect himand himal one. There was no provision for heroic self-
sacrifice in the nanoconputer's progranmming . . . and the civilians woul d never understand that,
no matter how many tines they were told.

There was a quiet click in his earphone: a relay from
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the split-freq equipnent in their aircar. "Banyon? This is Tel ek; cone in."

"Yes, Covernor. Wat's up?"

"Any results on your hunt yet?"

"As a matter of fact, yes. We can send themto you as soon as we get the recorders tied into the
transmtter."

"Don't bother," Telek said, and Banyon coul d hear a new undertone of tension in her voice. "Just
get yourselves and the data back to the Menssana—you've got our current |ocation?"

"I'f you haven't noved since |last night, yes. Wat's gone w ong?"

"Not hing, really," she sighed. "At |east nothing unexpected. But | want to be able to pull out
quickly if we need to."

Banyon grinmaced as sonmething tight took hold of his stomach. "The Qasaman convoy has reached
outri der-one?"

"Ten m nutes ago. And the teanis under attack."

Chapter 29
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The forest was alive with the stutter of rapid-fire guns and the furious sleet of bullets tearing
at | eaves and undergrowt h and bl asting great sprays of splinters fromtree trunks all around. Fl at
on his belly behind the largest tree he could find near his station, Justin hugged the ground and
wai ted for the barrage to ease up or shift direction. It did, and he took a cautious peek around
the bole. A hundred neters away six Qasamans were runni ng back toward the convoy fromthe tree
trunk the Cobras had felled across the road. They'd been placi ng expl osives, Pyre had guessed ...
and even as Justin watched, the barrier erupted with yellow fire. The snoke cleared to show a
section of the trunk had disintegrated.

"Barrier down," one of the Cobras reported in Jus-tin's ear. "Convoy starting up again."

The hail of lead intensified, alnbst covering the sound of car engines, but little of the fire was
comng in Justin's direction. "I"'mon it," he said into his mke. Twenty neters closer to himwas
the next of the trees along the road they'd prepared so carefully |last night. Raising his hand out
of the matted | eaves, he targeted carefully and fired.

The rope holding the precut tree snapped; and with a crack of breaking wood audi bl e even over the
gun-
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shots it toppled gracefully across the road. "Barrier replaced," he reported.

"Stand by to pull back," Pyre said tersely. "Smoke ... ?"

In response, the forest on both sides of the road erupted with black snmoke. "Lead team pul

back," Pyre ordered

Justin began backing away fromhis tree, balancing the need for speed with the need to renmain | ow.
The snoke woul d bl ock visual and infrared targeting, but there were always |ucky shots to worry
about. So far the Qasamans' |ack of experience with warfare had showed up clearly in their

uni magi native tactics; but they nore than made up for that with enthusiasm

He was midway to his new cover, smack in the mddle of nowhere, when a new stutter opened up from
above. He froze, nmuffling a curse.

The hel i copters were back.

O at |east one of themwas. It was off to the east a ways, he estimated fromthe sound, probably
bl owi ng up sone of the hundred or so "warm body" infrared decoys they'd spent the norning setting
up. But the machine was drifting closer. Making a quick decision, Justin |leaped to his feet and
dashed for cover. The pitch of the helicopter's drone shifted as he did so, and a second | ater he

got a glinpse of the craft through the trees ... and a rain of bullets abruptly splattered at his
heel s.

He put on a burst of speed, and was behind his target tree before the Qasanman gunner could correct
his aim "I'mokay/' he called into his m ke before anyone had to ask. "But |'m pinned down."
“I'mon it," soneone grunted. "Someone give me covering fire?"

"CGot it," Pyre said. "On three. One, two, three"

The hel i copter had swung around, trying for a clear shot at Justin, and was framed al nost
perfectly be-
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tween tree branches as Pyre's antiarnor |aser flashed squarely into the cockpit w ndows.

The craft jerked, nearly destabilizing enough to slide into the treetops bare neters bel ow But
the pilot was good, and within seconds the craft was nearly steady again ... and fromdirectly
beneath, a figure shot upward through the |l eafy canopy to grab the helicopter's side door handl e.
Twisting his legs upward, the Cobra turned hinself around his precarious grip to what was in

ef fect a one-arned handstand al ong the helicopter's side ... and with his feet barely a neter from
the main rotor hub, his antiarnmor |aser blazed forth.

The pilot did his best. Alnpbst instantly the craft banked hard to the side, throwi ng the Cobra off
in an action that should have killed him But with the nanoconputer's cat-Ilandi ng programi ng even
that small satisfaction would be denied the Qasaman . . . and as he carefully righted the
hel i copter the stressed rotor netal gave way. Two seconds | ater the forest shook with the thunder
of the crash.

"Report," Pyre snapped as the explosion died into the dull crackle of burning fuel

"No problem" the Cobra assured themall. "Watch the branches if any of you have to try that—the
dam things scratch like hell."

Justin let out arelieved sigh .. . and suddenly becane aware of the relative silence. "They've
st opped shooti ng—

"Al o, we've got a Qasanan on the road," one of the others interrupted. "He's alone—well, with a
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noj o—and he's holding a white flag."

A white flag. Wnward had gone out under a white flag the last trip here . . . and had been shot
for his trouble. Justin's jaw tightened as he wondered if Pyre renmenbered that . . . wondered what
the other's response woul d be.

"Ckay," Pyre said after a nonment. "Everyone keep | ooki ng sharp—they nmay be using himas a

di version

314

Ti not hy Zahn

whil e they sneak around to encircle us on foot, I'"'mgoing to call himover and see what he wants."
"Target the nojo right away," soneone said dryly.

"No ki ddi ng. Here goes."

Pyre's voice continued normally in Justin's ear as, bullhorn anplified, the Qasanan transl ation
echoed anmong the trees: "Continue forward. Keep your hands visible and your nojo on your shoul der
I"Il tell you where to | eave the road."

Quiet returned to the forest. Notching up his auditory enhancers, Justin settled down beside his
tree to wait

Tel ek rubbed her eyes with the heels of both hands, "The problem" she told Pyre wearily, "is the
same one we' ve had ever since the convoy first appeared: nanely, we sinply don't have enough data
yet to pull out."

"What you nean is that you haven't proved yet that the npojos are directly controlling the
Qasamans," he retorted

Probably true, she admitted to herself. "What | nean is that the gl eaner-team hasn't finished its
agenda. "

"I't may not get the chance/' Pyre growed. "I don't think they're bluffing when they say this is
our last chance to pull out before they turn up the fire. And if they don't mind how much it costs
themwe really aren't going to be able to hold themvery |ong."

And that short reprieve would cost themten good Cobras—and probably give the Qasamans reasonably
undamaged Cobra equi pnent to study. "The last thing | want is a full battle with you on the | osing
end," Telek told him "But | don't see the hook yet, and past experience tells ne there's one
sonewhere in this offer.”

"Maybe there isn't. Maybe Mdff just wants to avoid bl oodshed."

Telek's lip twitched at the name. Moff. Escort for off-world visitors, sharp-eyed observer who'd

pul | ed
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t he whol e thing down on themlast tine, and now one of the |eaders of this thrown-together task
force. A nman of many talents ... and a man of luck, too, to have survived Justin's Purnma ranpage

She wondered how Justin was feeling about Mdff's presence out there, chased the thought irritably
fromher mnd. Mff. What did she know about himthat mght give her a clue as to what he was up
towith this? Did he want to chase the invaders away fromthe village into an anmbush where the
Qasanans woul dn't be risking civilian lives? Was there sonmething in the village they didn't want
found? Could it really be as sinple as an attenpt to drag the two cultures back froman otherw se
al nost inevitable war?

But the gl eaner-team needed nore tine.

" Gover nor ?"

"Still here, Alnp," she sighed. "All right, let's try an experinent. Tell themwe'll pull out as
soon as we've shown a representative that we haven't hurt or killed anyone in the village."

"WIIl that give outrider-three enough time to bring their bololin herd by the village?"

Tel ek checked her projections. "It might, if we take things slow enough. But we probably woul dn't
have tinme after the hunt-stress test to renove the neck sensors the gl eaner-team s got on the
subj ects.”

"The Council was pretty firmon the point of not |eaving any electronics behind," Pyre remn nded
her.

"I know, | know. Well, if we have to scrap that test, we scrap it, that's all. Look, just see if
they'll buy the idea of a tour. I'll talk to Mchael and McKinley while you do that, see if they
have any ideas."

"Al'l right." Pyre hesitated. "If it'll really help ... we are prepared to die out here."

Tel ek blinked away sudden noisture. "I appreciate that," she managed. "But you also qualify as

electronics I'd rather not | eave behind. Talk to the Qasamans and call nme back."”
316
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"Yes, | do have an idea," Wnward told Telek with grimsatisfaction. "I've been thinking about it
ever since the psych people first started conplaining that we needed to do | ong-term studies."

" And?"

"And if you can't do the studies thenselves, the next best thing is to get the results,
"And | think I know just where to find them"

"W want it to be soneone in authority, whose word the Qasanman | eadership trusts,” Pyre warned the
nmessenger, watching his words carefully. "W want to prove our people have acted humanely."

"You invade our world and terrorize an entire village and then expect to earn a reputation as
gentl emren?" the Qasaman spat, "You're in no position to make demands of us; but as it happens Moff
is wlling to acconpany your escort to the village. As a gesture of good faith only, of course.”
"OfF course," Pyre nodded. Wnward had called it correctly . . . and whatever Mff's own reasons
for accepting the offer, he would soon be in their hands.

And at that point it would be up to McKinley and Wnward. Pyre hoped they could pull it off.

"Two , . . one . . . mark." Dan Rostin flipped the aircar’'s huge el ectromagnet off as, in perfect
synch, Parker swung the little craft into the air. Just in tine: the flankers of the bololin herd
thundering by grazed the aircar's underside with their dorsal quills. Parker grabbed sonme nore
altitude and blew a drop of sweat fromthe tip of his nose. "Qutrider-three to Telek," he called
toward the | ong-range m ke. "Last course change conplete. Can you confirmthe direction is right?"
"Tel ek here," the governor's voice cane back pronptly. "Just a second —we're getting a reading
fromthe Dewdrop." There was a short pause. "Yes;

he sai d.
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confirmed. Have they picked up speed for sone reason?"

"They sure have," Parker told her. "I think all these direction changes and field strength
fluctuations are starting to get to them If they keep it up they'll pass the village in about
fifty mnutes."

"Dewdrop gives us essentially the same nunber. Al right, I'Il let gleaner-teamknow. | hope it
doesn't ruin their schedule.”

"So do I," Parker snorted. "There's no way we're going to slow themdown, that's for sure.”

Tel ek sighed. "Yeah. Well... get back here, preferably without drawing attention to yourselves.
Don't worry about nmaking good speed; it doesn't |ook Iike we'll be nmoving fromhere for quite sone
time."

Mof f drove his car through the open village gate and then said his first words since |eaving the
Cobras' bl ockade: "Were now?"

"The mayoral building," Justin told him "It's ahead down the street and to the left."

The ot her nodded, and Justin sent a sidelong | ook at the Qasaman's face. Moff hadn't seened
surprised to have Justin assigned as his escort; but then, little ever seenmed to surprise him
Even now, entering an eneny-held village, his face was inpassive, only his darting eyes giving any
i ndi cation of concern or worry. "Were are all the vill agers?"

Justin glanced around. Except for a Cobra at each end of the block they were approaching, the
streets were indeed deserted. He put the question via communicator to Wnward. "They're al
outside in the north and central parts of town," he relayed the answer.

"I'"'d like to see them before | speak to your |eaders."

Justin shrugged, striving for unconcern. They were on a tight schedule, but he couldn't tell Moff
that. "Okay with ne," he said. "Just don't take too |ong.
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want the tal ks to get underway before anyone starts shooting out there again."

"Qur people won't start nore fighting if yours don't."

Justin shrugged again and settled back to endure the detour. He was supposed to try and get an

i nkling of what Moff was up to, but aside fromspotting a likely recording device built into the
Qasaman's noj o perch he hadn't seen any sort of equipnent that could give himany hints. The

t hought of the bacteriological attack on Cerenkov and Rynstadt on the last trip made his skin
creep, despite the assurances by Tel ek and Wnward that Mff was unlikely to risk his own life
with such stuff when safer delivery nethods existed. The Aventinians' |ogic, he kept remenbering,
was required by no law of nature to be the sane as the Qasanans'.

Mof f drove them around a couple of corners—and there, indeed, were the vill agers.

It looked like a giant in-town picnic, to Justin's eyes, with nost of the adults sitting around in
smal | groups while children played ganes around and anmong them At the edges of the square Cobras
stood on guard.

"The remai nder are through the archway there?" Mff asked, pointing.
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"I think so, yes."

Wt hout asking perm ssion the Qasaman turned a corner and headed that way. The rest of the
villagers were in a smaller open area a couple of blocks further north, and Mdff stopped as they
came within sight of the crowmd. For a nonent he | ooked themover, as if searching for

m streatnment, and Justin noticed his shoulders turning slowy as he gave the recorder in his
epaul et a sweep of the area. Allowi ng the troops back at the bl ockade to see the villagers were
all right, if the recorder was transmitting a |live picture—

Justin felt his body stiffen. No, not the villagers. He

COBRA STRI KE

319

wat ched the other's eyes, noted where they paused. Mdff was | ooking at the guards.

He was counting the Cobras.

O course. It was the sane trick, turned inside-out, that he'd used to view the Dewdrop's interior
when Joshua and York were all owed back inside. O the thirty Cobras in the village, Justin guessed
about twenty were guarding the two groups of civilians—an absurdly small nunber for three thousand
peopl e, even given Cobra abilities. Mff had surely noticed that, and would just as surely
conclude that the total nunber of Cobras wasn't nuch higher than the nunber visible.

O, in other words, that the gleaner-teamwas a sitting target. VWiich inplied ... what?

Justin didn't know, but the others needed this information right away. Pressing his m ke
surreptitiously against his lips, he began to whisper

Yor k shook his head, eyes hard on the display before him "No helicopter novenment | can see," he
told Tel ek. "You sure Mdff's gadget isn't just recording?"

"We've found the transmission band it's using," she said tightly. "What about other aircraft? You
said sone fixed-wing craft had appeared on the Sollas airfield."

"They're still there. Alno still says no trouble at outrider-one's bl ockade?"

"Not unless they're sneaking troops in a wide circle around the area to head south on foot."

Tel ek’ s i nage shook its head. "You think they're just waiting until we're clear of the village?"
York opened his nmouth ... and paused as a new thought struck him "Tell nme, does Moff seemto know
his way around the village?"

"I"'msure they've got nmaps of the place in Sollas, yes," she said dryly.

"Right. Now tell me where there's enough roomin the village for a |anding shuttle."
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"Why— Tel ek broke off. "The area by the gate, and the two areas where we've got the villagers."
"And Moff's seen all three," York nodded grimy. "So he's now just confirned what the helicopters
| ast ni ght probably reported: the gl eaner-teamhas no ship standi ng cl ose enough for a quick
escape. "

Tel ek let out a |long, shuddering breath. "Damm. Damm, and damm again. No wonder he's not in any
hurry to attack. He wants another crack at a starship, and he wants his task force in reasonable
conmbat shape when it shows up. Hence the cease-fire. Captain, what's our best possible tine to the
vill age?"

"From here, no less than thirty m nutes,
extended hi gh-speed at nospheric flight."
"Hal f an hour," York snorted. "W could drop down and reach themfaster than that."

"Except that there's no way you could stuff the fifty people from gl eaner and outri der-one aboard
and still lift," Telek growmed. "Well, gentlenen, we'd better figure sonmething out, and fast. CQur
best chance at a diversion's due to hit the village in just under forty m nutes now. @ eaner-team
has to get out then."

O, York added silently, they might not get out at all. Grawing at the inside of his cheek, he
stared at the display and tried to think

The Cobra at the nmayoral building's entrance stepped aside as Mff and Justin came up. "They're
waiting in the first office on your left,"” he said, pulling open the door for them Qut of Mff's
sight as the Qasaman passed, his hand nmade a quick brushing notion: the code sign for stay back
Justin nodded and drifted an extra half step behind Mff as they went to the office the guard had
i ndi cated. The door was open, and as they wal ked in Justin saw there were two nmen waiting for
them Wnward and gl eaner-team s head psychol ogist, Dr. MKinley. Both were
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standing in front of the rooms | ow desk, and both | ooked vaguely tense.

"Good day, Moff," Wnward nodded. "We've never actually net, but |I've heard a great deal about
you. "

Shepherd's voice canme on. "The ship's not designed for
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"And | you," Mff replied coolly. "You' re the denon warrior who couldn't be killed. O so it's
said."

"Not by treachery, at any rate,” Wnward said, his tone chilling to match Mff's. "You'll note we
treated your flag of truce nore honorably."

"You speak of honor—

"l speak of many things," Wnward cut himoff. "But before | do, 1'd like to ask you to put your
mojo in the next room"

Mof f's back stiffened visibly. "So that 1'Il be totally defensel ess before you?"

"Don't be ridiculous. If | wanted to harmyou, both you and your dammed bird woul d be stretched
out on the floor there. You know that as well as | do. I'll ask you only once nore."

"My nojo stays with ne."

W nward sighed. "Al right, have it your way." Reaching to the desk behind him he scooped up a
short-barreled, stockless rifle lying there and brought it to bear. Wth a screech the nmojo

| eaped—

And shrieked again as the flash net caught it square across the beak

"Here, Justin, put these in the next office," Wnward said tiredly, handing the younger Cobra the
i mobilized bird and the net gun. "They don't show nuch capacity for |earning, do they?" he
remarked to Mff.

Mff's reply was lost to Justin as he deposited his charges next door; but by the time he returned

W nward was speaking again. "Well, no matter. We have a pretty good i dea of what the nojos do for
you, and it's clear enough that if it cones to a full-fledged war we'll win easily."

"Because you cannot die?" Mff snorted. "Sone may believe that; | don't. No denpbn protects you—er
splits one mnd into two men— he added, throw ng
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a baleful glare at Justin. "Your magic is sinply science we have forgotten, and it will work as

well for us when we've learned howit's done."

"Possibly," Wnward shrugged. "But it's rather academ c, because to |earn how our magi c works
you'll need to kill sonme of us ... and | doubt very nuch that your npojos will let you fight us
face to face anynore."

Mof f' s nmout h opened, but whatever he'd been planning to say apparently died on his lips. "Wat do
you nmean, won't let us fight?" he asked cautiously.

McKi nl ey shook his head. "It's no use pretending, Moff. We've been taking data for less than two
days and we al ready know how t he npj os dangl e you around |ike puppets. You' ve had three hundred
years to study themsurely you know at |east as nmuch as we do."

"Puppets, you say." Mff's lip curled. "You understand nothing."

"Ch?" Wnward said. "Then enlighten us."

Moff glared at himbut remained silent. "The details don't matter,"” MKinley shrugged. "Wat
matters is that the nojos have a vested interest in keeping their hunters—that's you-alive, and
that they possess enough telepathic ability to back up their wi shes. If they think you don't have
a chance against us, they won't let you fight." He waved a hand. "The reactions toward us here in
the village are all the proof we need.”

"Ch, are they?" Mff spat. He seened to be rapidly losing control, Justin noted uneasily. Wre
MeKi nl ey's assertions really so hard for himto take? O was this perhaps sinply the first waking
monent Moff had had in years without a nojo by his side? A nojo keeping his human aggressi on under
control.... "Then what do you say about the fighters waiting to sweep down on you twenty

kil ometers north of here? Are they unable to fight?" He jabbed a finger at MKinley. "The
villagers have a fear of you based on
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superstition—eur fighters aren't so handi capped. And once we've proved you can be beaten—as we
will within hours—the fear the npjos sense and are paralyzing themwith will be gone. The next
tinme you return, you'll find a world united to oppose you."

"You don't think the nmojos will try and save your lives?" MKinley asked.

Moff smiled thinly. "They will protect us, certainly—by tearing the flesh fromyour bones in
battle. This conversation is at an end."

W nward and McKinl ey exchanged gl ances, and the latter nodded fractionally. "All right, if that's
the way you want it," Wnward said. "We'll be out of your way within those few hours you
mentioned; and if we're lucky, we won't have to conme back."

"I't doesn't matter if you do or not," Mff said quietly .., and to Justin his voice had the fee
of an open grave about it. "W will rediscover the secret of star travel sonmeday. And we will then
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cone and find you."

Wnward's |ips conpressed and his eyes sought Justin's. "Return his mojo and escort hi m outside.
He can stay with the rest of the villagers until we're ready to | eave."

Justin nodded and indicated the door. Wordlessly, Mff strode past himand out into the hall
where he waited until Justin had brought himhis nojo, still entangled in its net. "Just unwap it
carefully and the bird won't be hurt," he told the Qasaman, handing the creature into the other's
ar ms.

Mof f nodded, once, and stalked to the door. Justin watched himwal k down the street toward the
civilian holding area, then returned to the office. "He's on his way to the square,"” he told

W nwar d.

The ol der Cobra nodded, his attention clearly el sewhere. ".,. Al right. If you're ready, so are
we," he said toward his pendant. "You'll get outrider-one noving? ... Good. Justin's here; |"'I
just go ahead
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and take charge of him ETAs? ... Fifteen and twenty; got it. Good |uck."

"Wl | ?" MKinley asked.
"The Dewdrop's on its way,'
fifteen mnutes."

"The Dewdrop?" Justin frowned. "Why's it com ng down?"

"Because the Menssana woul d take |longer to get here and be subject to attack the whole way."
Wnward turned to McKinley. "All the sensor collars off?"

"And packed for loading, along with the rest of the gear." The other picked up a small box that
had been resting on the low table. "This is the last of it right here."

"Ckay, Get your people to the square.” Wnward tapped his pendant as MKinl ey headed for the door

Wnward said tightly. "It'Il drop into the central square in about

"Dorjay? It's a go.... Right; fifteen mnutes. Get the people out and set up a perineter to
protect it. Watch out for Mff particularly—-he's not nearly as inpressed as the rest of them and
there are guns lying around he mght pick up.. .. Good. Diversion's due in just under twenty—we'l|
need to be ready to go then.... Ckay. Qut."

Droppi ng his hand, he | ooked at Justin. "Let's get noving—you and | are going to be part of the
hel i copter defense, and we need to be at the wall when they figure out what's going on."

"And t hen what ?" Justin asked quietly. "The Dewdrop can't possibly carry all of us.™

Wnward gave hima tight smle. "That's sonetines what rearguards are for, you know. to stay

behi nd. Cone on, let's hit the wall and find some good positions to shoot from"

"Ckay, start easing back," Pyre nurnmured into his mike. "No noise, and be sure you're out of sight
of the Qasanmans before hitting the road."

There were answering nmurnurs in his ear, and Pyre shifted his attention to the knot of troops
facing himtwenty nmeters away. He'd agreed to stay within sight as a sort of exchange hostage
while Moff was in the village ... which neant that when the tiner ran down on this one he would
have to be gone before the Qasamans decided to start shooting. Activating his auditory enhancers,
he tried to listen for the excited voices that woul d nean the Dewdrop had been spotted.

The shouts, centered on the Qasamans' |ead car, erupted barely two mnutes later; and Pyre was
raci ng through the trees before anyone thought to take a shot at him Wth the need for stealth
gone, he made straight for the road, where better footing would et himuse his | eg servos to best
advant age. From behi nd cane an expl osion as the Qasamans destroyed the tree that bl ocked their
path. Sl owi ng as he passed the last of their prepared trees, Pyre sent it crashing down behind
him a nove that should put the ground troops out of the gane for good. Pushing his pace to the
limt, he watched the sky for both the descending Dewdrop and the Qasamans' inevitable aerial
response.

From hi s vantage point the events occurred simultaneously. Far ahead the glittering shape of the
smal | starship dropped rapidly agai nst the blue sky as, overhead, three small helicopters screamed
southward to the attack. A hard lunp rose into Pyre's throat as He watched t hem di sappear behi nd
the tree-tops. They were, as York had predicted, nodified civilian craft ... but the Cobras' brief
tangle with them had showed them well worth taking seriously.

He kept running. Far ahead the roar of the helicopters' engines changed pitch as they reached the
village. Small explosions cane faintly over the wind in his ears and, once, the sort of blast he
renenbered fromthe helicopter they'd shot down over the barricade. He wondered who had pulled it
off this time, and whether the Cobra had lived through it. Blinking
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the tears fromhis eyes, he squinted against the wind and kept goi ng.

And suddenly it was all over. A great roiling pillar of black snoke rose above the trees; and
seconds | ater the Dewdrop shot out of it like a missile fromits [auncher. The two renmi ni ng
helicopters clinmbed after it, but their weapons weren't designed to fire straight up and the
Dewdrop's gravity lifts were nore than adequate to maintain the starship's lead. The three craft
became points of reflected light in the sky ... and then were just two spots.

The Dewdrop, gleaner-teamls scientists aboard, had escaped. Leaving the Cobras behind.

Ahead, soneone stepped fromthe trees along the road and gave Pyre a quick wave before retreating
to cover again. Pyre slowed and joined him "Any trouble?" the other Cobra asked.

Pyre shook his head. "They're at |east ten minutes behind nme. Any sign of our escort yet?"

The ot her grinned. "Sure. Just listen.”

Pyre notched up his enhancers. In the distance he could hear a | ow runbl e, acconpanied by a well -
remenbered snuffling. "Right on schedul e. Everyone ready?”

"This end is, anyway. | presune gleaner-teanis Cobras nade it out while everyone was blinded by

t he snokescreen. "

"And were all busy assum ng the Cobras were going inward instead of owfward," Pyre nodded. This
woul d be a whole lot easier if the Qasamans thought everyone had escaped in the Dewdrop.

The runbling was getting closer....

And then, across the road, they burst out of the woods: a bololin herd, running for all it was
worth. A big herd, Pyre saw, the far end of its |eading edge | ost beyond a curve in the road and
the dust of its own passage. Maybe a thousand aninals in all ... and anbng all those warm bodi es,

hi dden from si ght by
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all that dust, forty Cobras would hardly be noticeable. Even if someone thought to | ook

The | eadi ng edge had passed, the herd's flanks perhaps twenty neters away. Turning, Pyre and the
ot her Cobra began to pace them drifting closer to the herd as they ran until they were perhaps
four neters away. d ances ahead and behi nd showed the rest of outrider-one joining the flow At
the herd's opposite flank, if all had gone well, the gl eaner-team Cobras were doing |ikew se.
And for the next few hours, they should all be reasonably safe. After that—

After that, the Menssana lay three hundred kil oneters al nost dead ahead, presunably stil
unnoticed by the planetary authorities. If it could stay that way for the next six hours, the
Cobras woul d be aboard and the ship in orbit long before any aircraft could be scranbled to
intercept it.

Theoretically, anyway. Pyre settled his legs into a rhythnmic pace, letting his servos take as much
of the | oad as possible. Personally, he would be happy if things even cane cl ose.

And in this case, they did.

Chapter 30
They listened in silence as MKinley went through his presentation, and when he was fini shed
Stiggur sighed. "No chance of an error, | don't suppose.”

McKi nl ey shook his head. "Nothing significant, certainly. W had enough test subjects to get good
statistics."

Across the table fromhim Jonny pursed his lips, the bittersweet taste of Pyrrhic victory in his
mout h. He'd been vindicated, his "crazy" theory about the nmpjos nore or |ess confirned.

But the price of that victory was going to be war

He could see that in the faces around the table. The other governors were scared—nore than they'd
ever been after the Dewdrop's first mission. And even though sone of them night not know how
they'd respond to that fear, he understood human nature enough to know whi ch way nost would
eventually go. Fight and flight were the only basic options ... and the Cobra Wrlds had no pl ace
to run.

Fairleigh cleared his throat. "I still don't understand how the nbjos can be doing all this.

mean, you' ve established their brain capacity is too snmall for intelligence, haven't you?"
"There's no particular need for intelligence in this," MKinley said. "It's the npjo's
synbi ont —ei t her hu-
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man or krisjawwho actually assess the situation. The npjo sinply picks up that eval uation and
pushes for the response that is in the nojo's best interests."”
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"But that takes judgnent, and that inplies intelligence," Fairleigh persisted.

"Not necessarily," Tel ek shook her head. "Straight extrapolative logic could sinply be part of the
nmoj o' s instinct package. |'ve seen instincts in other animals that appear to take as nuch or nore
intelligence than that would require. You'll notice that the Chata spookie seens to manage the
same trick with only a slightly larger cranial capacity."

"I't could be even easier, at least for the npojo," MKinley added. "Presumably the hunman coni es up
with his own list of possible responses, including—en sone |evel -how each response woul d affect
the mpj o. Choosing anbng those takes no nore intelligence than any ani nal needs to survive in the
wild."

"Coul d you be reading the data wong, sonehow, then?" Stiggur asked. "W need to be absolutely
sure of what's going on."

"I don't think we are, sir," MKinley shook his head. "W didn't get as many details out of Mff
as Wnward was hoping we would, but | think what he did say pretty well confirms this
interpretation.”

"Not to mention the krisjaw incident," Roi murnmured. "There's no rational explanation for their
behavior if the nbjos weren't in at |east partial control."

The roomfell silent. Stiggur glanced around the table, then nodded at MKinley. "Thank you
Doctor, for your tine. We'll get in touch if we have any nore questions. You'll be able to give
this presentation to the full Council tonorrow?"

McKi nl ey nodded. "Two o' cl ock, right?"

"Right. W'll see you then."

McKi nl ey went out, and Stiggur turned back to the table. "Any discussion before we vote on our
reconmendat i on?"

"How coul d sonmething |ike this have happened?"
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Vartanson asked, his tone al nobst petulant. "Symbi-onts don't just swap partners whenever they fee
like it."

"Way not ?" Roi shrugged. "I'msure Lizabet could cone up with dozens of other exanples."

"Not hing |ike that many, but there are sone," Telek nodded. "In this case, | think, you just have
to look at the krisjaw s characteristics to see why humans | ook so attractive as partners. First
of f, the npojos need good hunters to kill bololins for them but the vi-ciousness that makes
krisjaws good hunters al so neans a returning nojo probably has half a chance of being eaten itself
until it reestablishes control. You saw the filns of the attack—the nojos were barely off their
krisjaws' backs before the animals went berserk.”

"And their range is longer with humans?" Hemmer asked.

"It seens to be, yes, but that may be only incidental," Telek said. "The real point is that humans
with guns are sinmultaneously safer hunters and better hunters. That al so nmeans the humans sel dom
if ever lose the fight and get killed, by the way, which saves the nojo the trouble of finding and
getting used to someone new. "

"The training period being especially dangerous if it's breaking in a new krisjaw instead,"
Vartanson sai d, nodding heavily. "Yeah, | see now. Wat you're saying is that the Qasanmans have
made the planet a little slice of npjo-heaven.”

Tel ek snorted softly. "Hardly. It nmay have been so once, but the npjos are rapidly heading down a
deadend street." She keyed her display, and an aerial nmap of the Fertile Crescent regi on appeared.
"Down here," she said, tapping white spots onto the inage with a pointer. "Here, here, and here.
The Qasamans are adding on to their chain of cities."

"So?" Vartanson frowned,

"Don't you see? Cities are lousy places for a predator bird to live. They've got to fly long

di stances to
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do their own hunting or accept the equivalent of pet food fromtheir masters. But the hunan

popul ation is increasing, and their cute little underground comuni cation systemrequires themto
stay in the same reasonably linmted area of the planet. And that neans cities."

"But | thought the cities were laid out expressly for the nojos' benefit," Roi grow ed. "That was
your whol e argunment for the second study trip, remenber?"

"For their reproductive benefit, yes," Tel ek nodded. "But not for their feeding benefit. | don't
think we ever actually got to see a nbjo hunting, but their usual prey is probably small birds or
| arge insects; and no matter what the bololins and tarbines do, snall birds are not going to
venture into the cities in great nunbers. The city design is essentially a conpronise, and if |
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were a mojo | think 1'd be feeling definitely cheated by it."

"Then why don't they switch back?" Vartanson demanded. "They did so once—ahy not do it again?"
"Switch back to what? Practically since they | anded the Qasamans have been shooting every Kkrisjaw
that poked its head out of the grass. They nust have the entire Fertile Crescent nearly cleared
out by now, and they still pull people off work to go hunt the things every nonth or so. It's
crazy."

"Maybe not," Jonny put in. "As you said, the Qasaman | eadershi p knows what's going on. \Wat better
way to insure their bodyguards' continued loyalty than to nake sure there's nowhere el se for them
to go?"

Tel ek shrugged. "Could be. They're certainly devious enough to come up with sonething like that."
"Which would inply, in turn,” Jonny continued, "that they recognize the benefits of having nojos
around to keep down interpersonal friction. If they consider that factor to be that inportant,

per haps instead of considering war we should i nstead be concentrating on getting rid of the

noj os. "
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"How?" Tel ek snorted. "Kill themall off?"

"Why not ? Whol e speci es have been exterm nated before, back in the Domi nion. Species-specific
pestici des can be made for any animal, can't they?"

"Theoretically, once enough is known about the animal's hornone sequence during breeding. W
haven't got anything |like that nmuch data on npjos."

"We've got the tine, though,” Jonny persisted. "The tech assessnent puts themat |east fifteen
years away froma stardrive."

"Wn't help," Roi nurnured. "The cities, Jonny. Any aninmal that would prefer a good breeding setup
to a good feeding setup is going to be incredibly hard to kill off."

"Especially when the Qasamans will be on their side," Telek said. "Remenber, whatever input the
nmoj os had on the design of the cities, it was the humans who put them up. Could be that they
actually didn't need nuch pronpting after all—his arrangenent encourages a steady supply of npDjos
for their growi ng population while at the sane tinme keeps themon a short enough food | eash that
they won't just give up and go look for a krisjawto teamup with."

"And unlike the aviary approach, this |Iooks nore natural to the npjos," Roi nused. "Suckers them
into thinking things are going their way while the Qasamans kill off every krisjaw for a thousand
kil ometers around.”

Stiggur tapped his fingers gently on the tabletop. "The ultimate, crowning irony: the puppets
conspire to keep the puppeteers with them"

"The crowning irony?" Hemmer shook his head. "No. The crowning irony is Mff's last warning ..

and the fact that, given their cultural paranoia, they might very well have cowered there on their
one little world forever, afraid to venture into space where they might run into sonething they
didn't like. If the Trofts hadn't poked at them and persuaded us to do
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i kewi se, they might never have becone even the snallest threat to either of us. Consider that
when you're tenpted to congratul ate yoursel ves on how well we've handled this."

A long, painful silence settled on the table. Jonny shifted quietly in his chair, the dull ache in
his joints echoed by the bitterness in his mnd. Hetrmer was right; had been right, in fact, al

the way fromthe begi nning. And now the threat they'd worried and argued about was on its way to
becoming a self-fulfilling prophesy.

And it was far too late to go back

Stiggur broke the silence first, and with the words Jonny knew he woul d use. "Does anyone have a
reconmendati on to make?"

Vartanson | ooked around the table, conpressed his |lips, and nodded heavily. "I do, Brom" He took
a deep breath. "I recomend we accept the Baliu denesne's offer of five new worlds in exchange for
elimnating the Qasaman threat.'

Stiggur nodded. "Anyone el se?"

Jonny licked his lips ... but in his mnd s eye he saw the Qasamans and their npjos noving on
Chata, Kubha, and Tacta ... and fromthere to the Cobra Wrlds thenmselves. W will cone and find
you, Mdff had said, and Jonny knew he'd nmeant it ... and the objection he'd been about to raise

died in his throat.

The others may have seen sinmilar visions. Certainly, none of them spoke.

Three minutes later, Vartanson's reconmendati on becane offici al

It had been a long time since Justin had been in his Capitalia apartnment. Standing at the living
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roomw ndow, gazing out at the city lights, he tried to count how many tines he'd been back here

since beginning his Cobra training ... four nonths ago? Five?
The train of thought petered out fromlack of inter-
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est. Sighing, he stepped back to his desk and sat down. The cl ean paper and nagdi sks he'd put
there an hour ago were still untouched, and down deep he knew they were going to remain that way
for a while Ionger. Tonight he could see nothing but the faces of the three men who'd been buried
this norning, the Cobras who' d died getting the Dewdrop off Qasama. He hadn't even known there'd
been casualties in the confusion of that tine; hadn't known until they all arrived at the Menssana
and he saw the bodies being carried by their friends.

Toni ght was not the night to begin preparations for war

The doorbell twittered. Governor Telek, nost likely, come to check on his progress. "Cone in," he
cal |l ed.

The door unl ocked and opened. "Hello, Justin,” Jonny said.

Justin felt his stomach tighten. "Hi, Dad. What're you doing out this |ate?"

"I'n the cold rain?" Jonny added with a half smle, shaking the last few drops off his coat before

stepping into the apartnent and letting the door close behind him "I wanted you to cone by the
house toni ght and your phone was off. This seened the |logical alternative."
Justin dropped his eyes to his desk. "lI'msorry, but I'm supposed to be working on ... sonething."

"A battle plan?" Jonny asked gently.

Justin grinmaced. "Governor Telek told you?"

"Not in so many words, but it wasn't hard to figure out. You've already shown yourself to have a
surprisingly good tactical ability, and she was bound to want sonething to show the full Counci
tonmorrow. "

"Tactical ability," Justin said bitterly. "Ch, sure. A great plan, wasn't it?—except for the m nor
fact that Decker and M chael had to inprovise an ending just to get us out. And even at that we

| ost three nmen."

Jonny was silent for a nonent. "Most military plans wind up being changed sonewhere al ong the
COBRA STRI KE

335

line," he said at last. "I wish I could offer some words of confort about the casualties, too, but
only the inadequate |line about them sacrificing thenselves to save everyone el se conmes to mnd
That one never satisfied ne, either.”

"So they sacrifice thenselves for the mission, and the next thousand sacrifice tfzenselves for the
Wrlds. Is that how it goes?" Justin shook his head. "Were do you draw the |ine?"

"Anywhere you can/' Jonny said. "And the sooner the better. Wich is why | want you to cone back
to the house tonight."

"A fam |y round table?"

"You got it. We have until the Council neeting to come up with an alternative to war."

"Li ke a bl ockade or sonething?" Justin sighed. "It's no good, Dad—'ve tried already to cone up
with a way to do that. But a planet's just too big to surround." He stared down at his hands. His
Cobr a-strong, Cobra-deadly hands. "W just don't have any other choice."

"W don't, huh?" Jonny said, and Justin | ooked up at the unexpected fire in his father's voi ce.
"Peopl e have been saying that ever since the Trofts first suggested this ness. As a matter of
fact, people have been telling me that for nost of nmy life."

Carefully, Jonny got to his feet and wal ked to the window. "They told nme the Trofts had to be
thrown bodily off Adirondack and Silvern. Maybe they were right that tine, | don't know. Then they
said we Cobras had to stay in the Arny because we wouldn't fit into Dom nion society. Instead, we
cane to Aventine and built a society that could live with us. Then they said we had to fight the
Trofts again or Aventine would be destroyed ... and with a little work we proved them w ong t hat
tinme, too. Don't ever accept that sonething bad has to be done, Justin; not until you've explored
all the possibilities yourself." He coughed, twi ce, and seened to slunmp as he turned

336

Ti mot hy Zahn

back to face his son. "That's what | want you to help me do tonight."

Justin exhal ed quietly. "What about MnP"

"What about her? She doesn't want war, either."

"You know what | mean." Justin tried to get the words out, but his tongue seened unwilling to
nove,

"You nean vol unteering for the second mission wthout consulting with the fanmly?" Jonny wal ked
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back to his chair and sank into it. "She was hurt by that, yes. We all were, though | think I
understand why you did it. But watching her children go their own way has been one of the silent

aches of being a nother since the beginning of tine." He sighed. "If it helps any, | can tell you
her fears and worries about you aren't entirely based on what you yourself have done. She's been
wel |, haunted, | guess, by the nenories and bitterness of the path / took after I'd done ny

service as a Cobra."

Justin frowned. "You nean politics? | know Mom doesn't care that much for politics, but—=

"You understate the case badly." Jonny shook his head. "She hates politics. Hates the tinme it's
taken fromus these past couple of decades. Hates what she sees as a wastefully high work-to-
result ratio."”

"But you were needed. She's told nme herself you helped integrate the Cobras into the politica

system "

"Maybe | was needed once, but not any nmore. And with you seemingly determned sonetines to be a
replay of nme—waell, it's brought things to a head."

"Well, she doesn't have to worry about ne in that area,"” Justin said enphatically. "Corwin can
have Aventinian politics, as far as |'mconcerned. |'d rather hunt spine | eopards any day."

Jonny smled slightly. "Good. Wiy don't you cone with me and tell her that yourself?"

"And while |'mthere, come up with a way to stop a war?"

"As long as you're there anyway, why not?"

Justin shook his head in nock exasperation and
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got to his feet. "Dad, you have definitely been in politics too long."

"So |'ve been told. Let's go; it's likely to be a long night."

The transfer nmodul e beeped its indication that the magdi sk copyi ng was conplete. Stifling a yawn,
Tel ek turned back to the phone and Jonny's waiting image. "Ckay, |'ve got it," she told him "Now
you want to tell ne why you had to wake nme at—udh—=

"Four-forty," Jonny suppli ed.

"—at four-forty in the norning to receive a nmagdi sk you could have sent to ny office four hours
from now?"

"Certainly. | wanted you to have those four extra hours to see if we've come up with an
alternative to war."

Tel ek’ s eyes focused hard on his. "You ve got a viable counterproposal ?"

"That's what you're going to tell nme. And the Council, if the answer is yes."

She |icked her lips. "Jonny ..."

"If it works, we will get the new worlds," he added quietly. "Corwin and | have al ready worked out
how to sell the whole thing to the Baliu denesne as a reasonable fulfillnment of their contract."
"I see. Thank you, Jonny. I'll get on it right away."

The Moreau Proposal, as the plan came to be called, eventually was given an eighty percent chance
of success by the experts who studied it. Lower by several points than a properly managed war

but with vast savings in hunan and econonmic costs. After two weeks of public and private debate,
it was accepted.

And two nmonths | ater, the Menssana and Dewdrop, acconpanied by two Troft troop carriers, once
agai n headed for Qasama

Chapter 31

Ni ght on Qasanma.

Agai n they dropped down silently, with only gravity lifts visible; but this tine there were three
shi ps instead of just one. The Troft transports set down in two widely separated wi | derness areas
along the inner curve of the Fertile Crescent, while the Menssana | anded near the top of the
Crescent's arc. For York, aboard the latter ship, it was a significant |ocation: barely ten

kil ometers fromthe road connecting Sollas and Huri seem A suitable place indeed for himto repay
the Qasamans for his | ost arm

There was a crackle of split-frequency static fromthe bridge speaker. "Dewdrop to Menssana; hurry
it up. W've got sone very nasty-looking supersonic aircraft comng your way. ETA no nore than
fifteen mnutes."”

"Acknow edged, " Captain Shepherd said calmy. "The Trofts drawing sinilar attention?"

"Not specifically, but we've got other aircraft scranmbling in what |ooks |like a search pattern
toward their general |ocation. They've been alerted.”

"Better anti-radar equi pnment," York grunted.

"There they go," soneone said fromthe bridge's |eft viewport.

York stepped to his side. The Menssana's outer
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fl oods had been dinmred to a soft glow, but there was enough light for himto see the silent exodus
fromthe ship's cargo hol ds.

The mass exodus of spine | eopards.

Most of the aninmals paused a nonent as they stepped out onto the unfam liar soil, |ooking around
or visibly fighting for balance as the effects of their |long sleep dissipated. But none |lingered
long by the ship. They |loped off into the darkness of the forest, the mass already beginning to
spread out as they vani shed fromview, and York could al nost sense the eagerness with which they
set out to study their new hone. However they knew such things, they nust surely know this was a
world literally full of unclaimed territory. How | arge would their first litters here be, he
wondered. Fifteen cubs? Twenty? No matter. An ecol ogical niche existed, and the spine | eopards
woul d do what was necessary to fill the gap

And with luck, the npojos would soon find they again had a choice of partners. York hoped to hel

Tel ek was right about the birds' distaste for cities.

"Al'l out," a voice cane fromthe intercom "Hatches seal ed, Captain."

"Prepare to lift," Shepherd said. "Let's head hone."

A nonment later the ship was floating toward the stars. Peering out into the darkness, York sought
one final glinpse of the alnmost literal seeds of discord they'd just sown on an unsuspecting
world. Be fruitful and nultiply, he thought the ancient command toward the spine | eopards bel ow,
and replenish the land. And subdue it.

Chapter 32

"I understand," Joshua renarked, "that the Baliu Trofts weren't exactly overwhel ned by our
solution to the Qasanman problem"

Corwi n shrugged, his eyes lingering on the starfield for another second before turning to face his
brot hers. The Menssana was due to load at any mnute and he didn't want to miss seeing that. "They
weren't at all sure it was going to work, if that's what you nean/' he told Joshua. "W had to
pul I out disks and di sks of data that showed how really uncooperative humans nornmally were and how
any progress toward space would be dramatically slowed or even halted altogether once the npjos
deserted them"

"I'f they do," Justin nurnured, his own attention still directed out the w ndow.
"There is that,” Corwin admtted. "Actually, the Trofts were nore convinced that woul d happen than
we were—+t was the results of the change they weren't sure of. | get the feeling their

bi opredi ctor nethods are a bit ahead of ours."
"Li ke everything else," Joshua agreed wyly. "Hey—here conme Al no and Aunt Gaen."

"There you are," OGaen said as they cane up through the milling cromd to the others. "I thought
you'd be watching from around the other corridor."
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"You get a better view of the passengers here,
were going to mss the event entirely.”
Pyre shook his head. "W just came from sayi ng goodbye. Everyone el se had been shooed out already,

Corwi n explained. "I was starting to think you

but they made an exception for us. Amazi ng what being a hero will do for you."
The others chuckl ed—al | except Justin, Corwin noted, who nmerely smled slightly. Still, that was
progress of a sort. The scars of his failings—+eal or perceived—were still visible, but at |east

they weren't bleeding any nore. For his brother's sake alone Corwin could hope the Mreau Proposa
succeeded.

"Jonny tells me you persuaded the Trofts to |l end sone troop carriers for the Caelian evacuation,"
Pyre continued. "How d you sell themthat one?"

Corwi n shrugged. "Wasn't really hard. If the Qasa-nmans do manage to get into space the Bali uies
woul d just as soon they were as imediate a threat to us as to them It's to their advantage to

| et us have the new worlds and help us a bit in settling them Especially considering they've just
saved thensel ves the cost of financing a war."

"There they go," Justin said suddenly.

Everyone turned to | ook. The line of passengers for the trip to Kubha—er Esquiline, as it'd now
been officially renamed—were crossing the short distance fromthe old entrypoint building to the
wai ting ship. Near the front of the colum Corwin spotted his parents, Chrys supporting Jonny with
an arm around his wai st but both walking with a firmtread. Bound for a new world., ..

Behind him Gwen sighed. "This really is crazy, you know," she said to no one in particul ar
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"Emigrating in his condition—and to an untested world, yet."

"Not entirely untested,"” Pyre renmi nded her. "Besides, the hot clinate there will be better for him
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than anything the civilized areas of Aventine have to offer."

"And there're no politics there, either," Justin rurmnured.

Corwi n | ooked at the other, wondering how much he knew of that old parental sore spot. But
Justin's face was giving nothing away. Doesn't really matter, Corwin thought with a nental shrug
VWhat mattered was that his parents would have their last two or three years together away fromthe
wor st of Aventine's nenories. Away from Aventine—and in precisely the sane sort of culturally
uncluttered world in which they'd first fallen in love. It was, Corw n thought, perhaps their best
shot at happi ness. He hoped it worked.

Toget her, the five of themwatched Chrys and Jonny board the Menssana. Then Joshua | et out a quiet
breath and craned his neck to | ook down the hall. "I think we'll get a better view of the |aunch
path fromthe gallery over there," he said, pointing. "Anyone want to come?"

"Sure," Omen said. "Conme on, Al np."

"I'"ve seen enough lifting ships to last ne both this life and the next," Pyre grunbled. But he
neverthel ess all owed her to steer himaway.

Justin renmai ned gazing out the window as the three left, and for a few heartbeats Corw n wondered
if the other hadn't realized that he, too, had stayed behind. Then Justin stirred and gl anced down
the hallway. "You think they'll ever get together?" he asked.

"Who—Al nb and Aunt Gaen?" Corwi n shrugged. "Don't know. | guess it depends on whether Al no ever
allows hinself to give up the responsibilities of being a Cobra | ong enough to accept soneone el se
into his life. You know better than | do how seriously he takes his job."

"Yeah." Justin was silent a long nonent. "You realize if it doesn't work ... well, Dad will be
dead
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before the Qasamans can find the new worlds, but Mom nmight not be.”

Corwi n understood. "I don't know, Justin. But if the nojos really do | eave themthere'll be

nothing in particular to unite theminto a common front, warlike or otherw se. Especially since
they' Il probably flounder around for a while just getting used to the new conmpetition. And if
they're broken up into smaller states or factions they're as likely to open trade as to take shots
at us."

Justin shook his head. "You're forgetting what they're like. I've seen them Corwin, and | know
they' |l hold the grudge they have against us until their sun burns out. That kind of hate and fear
will keep them working together against us, no matter what other conpetition arises."

"Perhaps," Corwi n nodded. "But only if their paranoia |evel stays as high as it is now"

"Way woul d it change—=2" Justin broke off as a | ook of disbelief crossed his face. "You nean ..

the noj os m ght have been behind that?"

"Way not? We know t hey can anplify human enotions when they want to."

"But what does it gain themto have their hunters junping at shadows?"

"Well..." Corwin's lips twitched in a secret smle. "If you were convinced the universe was out to
get you, where would you rather live? Acity on a plain, or a village in the mddl e of a forest?"
Justin opened his mouth, blinked ... and abruptly laughed. "I don't believe it."

"Well, maybe |I'mwong," Corwi n shrugged. "But naybe in a couple of generations we'll find the

Qasanans have becone a perfectly reasonable society, ripe for trade and dipl onacy. "

"W can hope so, anyway." Justin sobered and turned again to the window. "It's so hard when the
old fol ks | eave the nest."

Corwin laid a hand on his brother's shoul der. "We'l|
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all mss them" he said quietly. "But... well, they're old enough to nmake these decisions for

t hensel ves. Cone on, let's get over to the others. Traumatic tines like this are what fanilies
were made for." Together, they headed down the hallway.
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