Timothy Zahn

Conquerors' Pride

Conquerors Saga, book 1

1

They were there, all right, exactly where the tachyon wake-trail pickup on Dorcas had projected they
would be: four ships, glittering faintly in the starlight of deep space, blazing with infrared as they dumped
the heat that zero-point energy friction had generated during their trip. They were small ships, probably
no bigger than Procyon-class; milky white in color, shaped like thick hexagonal slabs of random sizes
attached to each other at random edges.

Alien as hell.

"Scan complete, Commodore," the man at the Jutland's sensor station reported briskly. "No other ships
registering."

"Acknowledged," Commodore Trev Dyami said, flexing his shoulders beneath his stiffly starched uniform
tunic and permitting himself a slight smile as he gazed at the main display. Alien ships. The first contact

with a new self-starfaring race in a quarter of a century.

And it was his. All his. Trev Dyami and the Jut/and would be the names listed in the Commonwealth's
news reports and, eventually, in its history books.

Warrior's luck, indeed.

He turned to the tactics station, fully aware that everything he said and did from this point on would be
part of that history-book listing. "What's the threat assessment?" he asked.

"[ estimate point one to point four, sir," the tactics officer reported. "I don't find any evidence of fighter
ejection tubes or missile ports."

"They've got lasers, though, Commodore," the tactics second put in. "There are clusters of
optical-discharge lenses on the leading edges of each ship."

"Big enough to be weapons?" the exec asked from Dyami's side.

"Hard to tell, sir," the other said. "The lenses themselves are pretty small, but that by itself doesn't mean
much."
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"What about power output?" Dyami asked.

"I don't know, sir," the sensor officer said slowly. "I'm not getting any leakage."
"None?"

"None that I can pick up."

Dyami exchanged glances with the exec. "Superconducting cables," the exec hazarded. "Or else just
very well shielded."

"One or the other," Dyami agreed, looking back at the silent shapes floating in the middle of the main
display. Not only a self-starfaring race, but one with a technology possibly beyond even humanity's. That
history-book listing was getting longer and more impressive by the minute.

The exec cleared his throat. "Are we going to open communications, sir?" he prodded.

"It's that or just sit here staring at each other," Dyami said dryly, throwing a quick look at the tactical
board. The rest of the Jutland's, eight-ship task force was deployed in his designated combat formation,
their crews at full battle stations. The two skitter-sized watchships were also in position, hanging well
back where they would be out of danger if this meeting stopped being peaceful. The Jutland's own
Dragonfly defense fighters were primed in their launch tubes, ready to be catapulted into battle at an
instant's notice.

Everything was by-the-book ready... and it was time to make history. "Lieutenant Adigun, pull up the
first-contact comm package," Dyami ordered the comm officer. "Get it ready to run. And alert all ships to
stand by."

"Signal from the Jutland, Captain," Ensign Hauver reported from the Kinshasa's bridge comm station.
"They're getting ready to transmit the first-contact package across to our bogies."

Commander Pheylan Cavanagh nodded, his eyes on the linked-hexagon ships in the bridge display.
"How long will it take?"

"Oh, they can run the first chunk through in anywhere from five to twenty minutes," Hauver said. "The
whole package can take up to a week to transmit. Not counting breaks for the other side to try to figure
out what we're talking about."

Pheylan nodded. "Let's hope they're not too alien to understand it."
"Mathematics are supposed to be universal," Hauver pointed out.

"It's that 'supposed to be' I always wonder about," Pheylan said. "Meyers, you got anything more on the
ships themselves?"

"No, sir." The sensor officer shook his head. "And to be honest, sir, I really don't like this. I've run the
infrared spectrum six ways from April, and it just won't resolve. Either those hulls are made of something
the computer and I have never heard of before, or else they're deliberately skewing the emissions
somehow."
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"Maybe they're just shy," Rico said. "What about those optical-discharge lenses?"

"I can't get anything on those, either," Meyers said. "They could be half-kilowatt comm lasers,
half-gigawatt missile frosters, or anything in between. Without power-flux readings, there's no way to
tell."

"That part bothers me more than the hull," Rico said to Pheylan, his dark face troubled as he stared at
the display. "Putting that kind of massive shielding on their power lines tells me that they're trying to hide
something."

"Maybe they're just very efficient," Meyers suggested.

"Yeah," Rico growled. "Maybe."

"There it goes," Hauver spoke up. "Jutland's ranning the pilot search signal. They've got a
resonance—fuzzy, but it's there." He peered at his board. "Odd frequency, too. Must be using some
really weird equipment."

"We'll get you a tour of their comm room when this is all over," Pheylan said.

"T hope so. Okay; there goes the first part of the package."

"Lead bogie's moving," Meyers added. "Yawing a few degrees to port—"

And without warning a brilliant double flash of light lanced out from the lead alien ship, cutting across the
Jutland's bow. There was a burst of more diffuse secondary light as hull metal vaporized under the
assault—

And the Kinshasa's Klaxons blared with an all-force combat alert. "All ships!" Commodore Dyami's
voice snapped over the radio scrambler. "We're under attack. Kinshasa, Badger, pull out to sideline
flanking positions. All other ships, hold station. Fire pattern gamma-six."

"Acknowledge, Hauver," Pheylan ordered, staring at the display in disbelief. The aliens had opened fire.
Unprovoked, unthreatened, they'd simply opened fire. "Chen Ki, pull us out to sideline position. Ready

starboard missile tubes for firing."

"How do we key them?" Rico asked, his fingers skating across his tactical setup board. "Proximity or
radar?"

"Heat-seeking," Pheylan told him, acceleration pressing him back into his chair as the Kinshasa began to
move forward to its prescribed flanking position.

"We're too close to the other ships," Rico objected. "We might hit one of them instead of the bogies."
"We can pull far enough out to avoid that," Pheylan told him, throwing a quick look at the tactical board.
"Point is, we know the bogies are hot. With those strange hulls of theirs, the other settings might not even

work."

"Missile spread from the Jutland, " Meyers announced, peering at his displays. "They're going with radar
keyed—"
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And suddenly all four alien ships opened up with a dazzling display of multiple-laser fire. "All bogies
firing," Meyers shouted as the warble of the damage alarm filled the bridge. "We're taking hits—hull
damage in all starboard sections—"

"What about the Jutland's missiles?" Rico called.

"No impacts," Meyers shouted back. The image on the main display flared and died, reappearing a
second later as the backup sensors took over from the vaporized main cluster. "Bogies must have gotten
'em."

"Or else they just didn't trigger," Pheylan said, fighting down the surge of panic simmering in his throat.
The Kinshasa was crackling with heat stress now as those impossible lasers out there systematically
bubbled off layers of the hull... and from the barely controlled voices shouting from the audio-net speaker
it sounded as if the rest of the Peacekeeper ships were equally up to their necks in it. In the wink of an
eye the task force had gone from complete control of the situation to a battle for survival. And were
losing. "Key missiles for heat-seeking, Rico, and fire the damn things."

"Yes, sir. Salvo one away—"

And an instant later there was a sound like a muffled thunderclap, and the Kinshasa lurched beneath
Pheylan's chair. "Premature detonation!" Meyers shouted; and even over the crackling of overstressed
metal Pheylan could hear the fear in his voice. "Hull integrity gone: forward starboard two, three, and four
and aft starboard two."

"Ruptures aren't sealing," Rico called. "Too hot for the sealant to work. Starboard two and four are
honeycombing. Starboard three... honeycombing has failed."

Pheylan clenched his teeth. There were ten duty stations in that section. Ten people who were now
dead. "Chen Ki, give us some motion—any direction," he ordered the helm. If they didn't draw the aliens'
lasers away from the ejected honeycombs, those ten casualties were going to have lots of company. "All
starboard deck officers are to pull their crews back to central."

"Yes, sir."
"The ship can't handle much more of this, Captain," Rico said grimly from beside him.

Pheylan nodded silently, his eyes flicking between the tactical and ship-status boards. Rico was, if
anything, vastly understating the case. With half the Kinshasa's systems failing or vaporized and nothing
but the internal collision bulkheads holding it together, the ship had bare minutes of life left to it. But
before it died, there might be enough time to get off one final shot at the enemy who was ripping them
apart. "Rico, give me a second missile salvo," he ordered. "Fire into our shadow, then curve them over
and under to pincer into the middle of the bogie formation. No fusing—just a straight timed detonation."

"I'll try," Rico said, his forehead shiny with sweat as he worked his board. "No guarantees with the ship
like this."

"I'll take whatever I can get," Pheylan said. "Fire when ready."

"Yes, sir." Rico finished his programming and jabbed the firing keys, and through the crackling and
jolting of the Kinshasa writhing beneath him, Pheylan felt the lurch as the missiles launched. "Salvo
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away," Rico said. "Sir, I recommend we abandon ship while the honeycombs are still functional.”

Pheylan looked again at the status board, his stomach twisting with the death-pain of his ship. The
Kinshasa was effectively dead; and with its destruction he had only one responsibility left. "Agreed," he
said heavily. "Hauver, signal all hands: we're abandoning. All sections to honeycomb and eject when
ready."

The damage alarm changed pitch and cadence to the ship-abandon signal. Across the bridge, board
lights flickered and went dark as the bridge crew hurriedly disconnected their stations from the ship and
checked their individual life-support systems.

Pheylan himself, however, still had one task left to perform: to ensure that those alien butchers out there
would learn nothing about the Commonwealth from the wreckage of his ship. Getting a grip on the
underside of his command board, he broke it open and began throwing the row of switches there. Nav
computer destruct, backup nav computer destruct, records computer destruct, library computer
destruct—

"Bridge crew reports ready, Captain," Rico said, a note of urgency in his voice. "Shall we honeycomb?"

Pheylan threw the last switch. "Go," he said, pulling his hands back inside the arms of his chair and
bracing himself.

And with a thudding ripple that jerked Pheylan against his restraints, the sections of memory metal
whipped out from the deck and ceiling, wrapping around his chair and sealing him in an airtight cocoon.
A heartbeat later he was jammed into his seat cushion as the bridge disintegrated around him, throwing
each of the individual honeycomb escape pods away from the dying hulk that had once been the
Kinshasa.

"Good-bye," Pheylan murmured to the remains of his ship, fumbling for the viewport shutter-release
control. Later, he supposed vaguely, the full emotional impact would hit him. For now, though, survival
was uppermost in his mind. Survival for himself, and for his crew.

The shutters retracted, and he pressed his face up to the viewport that looked back on the Kinshasa.
The other escape pods were dim flickers of light drifting outward from the twisted and blackened hull still
being hammered by the aliens' lasers. There was no way to tell how many of the honeycomb pods were
intact, but those that were should keep their occupants alive until they could be picked up. Moving
carefully in the cramped confines of the pod, he got to the viewport facing the main part of the battle and
looked out.

The battle was over. The Peacekeeper task force had lost.

He floated there, his breath leaving patches of fog on the viewport, too stunned to move. The Piazzi was
blazing brightly, some fluke of leaking oxygen tanks allowing fire even in the vacuum of space. The
Ghana and Leekpai were blackened and silent, as were the Bombay and Seagull. He couldn't find any
trace of the Badger at all.

And the Jutland —the powerful, Rigel-class defense carrier Jutland —was twisting slowly in space.
Dead.

And the four alien starships were still there. Showing no damage at all.
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"No," Pheylan heard himself murmur. It was impossible. Utterly impossible. For a Rigel-class task force
to have been defeated in six minutes— six minutes—was unheard of.

There was a flicker of laser fire from one of the aliens; then another, and another. Pheylan frowned,
wondering what they were shooting at. Some of the Jutland's Dragonfly fighters, perhaps, that were still
flying around? The aliens fired again, and again—

And with a jolt of horror Pheylan understood. The aliens were firing on the honeycomb pods.
Systematically and painstakingly destroying the survivors of the battle.

He swore viciously under his breath. The pods were no threat to the aliens—they weren't armed,
armored, or even equipped with drives. To destroy them like this was to turn a military victory into a
cold-blooded slaughter.

And there was nothing that he could do about it except sit here and watch it happen. The pod was little
more than a minuscule cone with a power supply, a dioxide/oxygen converter, a backup oxygen tank, an
emergency radio beacon, a short-range comm laser, two weeks' worth of rations, a waste-reclaimant
system—

He was clawing the equipment access panel open almost before the thought had completely formed in
his mind. The aliens out there weren't just blasting every chunk of rubble in sight; they were specifically
and deliberately hunting down the pods. And suddenly it was blindingly obvious how they were doing
that.

The emergency beacon was a deliberately simple gadget, as unbreakable and foolproof as anything in
the Peacekeepers' inventory. But foolproof didn't necessarily mean sabotage proof. A minute later, every
wire and circuit line to it cut and the blade of his multitool jabbed into its internal power backup, it had
finally been silenced.

Pheylan took a deep breath, feeling the coolness of sweat on his forehead as he turned back to the
viewport. The flashes of laser fire were still flickering through the battle debris as the aliens went about
their grisly business. One of the ships was working its way his direction, and he wondered tensely
whether any of his crew had figured out what was going on and had knocked out their own beacons.

But there was no time to think about that now. That alien ship was coming almost straight toward him,
and if they were really determined to be thorough about this, there were other ways besides the beacon
to pick him out of the flotsam. Somehow he had to get the pod moving. Preferably in the direction of the
watchships that should still be skulking out there somewhere.

He watched the ship's deliberate approach, mentally running through the list of available equipment. But
there was really only one possibility, and he knew it. He needed propulsion; ergo, he needed to throw
something overboard.

It took longer than he'd expected to get to the oxygen tank release valve on the far side of the narrow
equipment bay, and the alien ship was looming large in the viewport by the time he was finally ready.
Mentally crossing his fingers, he tweaked the valve release open.

The hiss was loud in the enclosed space of the pod—as loud, he thought with a macabre shiver, as the
hiss of gas in one of those death cells the Commonwealth was forever lodging strong protests about with
the Bhurtist governments. It wasn't an irrelevant comparison, either: with the pod's oxygen reserve
spewing into space, his life was now solely dependent on the uninterrupted functioning of his
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dioxide/oxygen converter. If it flicked out on him—and they did so with depressing regularity—he would
have only as long as it took the air in the pod to get stale to get it running again.

But so far the plan was working. He was drifting through the wreckage now, slowly but steadily, moving
roughly crosswise to the alien ship's approach vector toward the area where the watchships would be if
they hadn't already meshed out. Now if he could just make it outside the cone of whatever focused
sensor beams the aliens were using...

Concentrating on the first ship, he never even saw the second ship's approach. Not until the blue light
abruptly flared around him.

"Keller? You still there?"

With an effort Lieutenant Dana Keller pulled her eyes away from the distant flickering of laser light and
keyed her comm laser. "I'm here, Beddini," she said. "What do you think? We seen enough?"

"T'd seen enough five minutes ago," Beddini told her bitterly. "Those lousy, f—"

"We'd better get moving," Keller cut him off. Watching Commodore Dyami's task force get sliced to
ribbons like that had sickened her, too, but letting Beddini get started on his extensive repertoire of
curses wouldn't accomplish anything. "Unless you want to wait and see if they'll come after us next."

She heard the hiss as Beddini exhaled into his mike. "Not really."

"Fine," she said, keying her nav map. Actually, it was unlikely that the aliens even knew they were
here—watchships were about as sensor-stealthed as it was theoretically possible to make them. But she
wouldn't have bet a day's pay on that, let alone her life. "The book says we split up. I'll take Dorcas; you
want Massif or Kalevala?"

"Kalevala. My static bomb or yours?"

"We'll use mine," Keller told him, keying in the sequence to activate and drop the high-intensity tachyon
explosive. "You might need yours on the way off Kalevala. Don't start your engines until I give you the
word."

”Right."

Behind her Keller felt a whisper of air as the copilot returned from her abrupt visit to the head. "You
okay, Gorzynski?" she asked the other.

"Sure," Gorzynski said, sounding embarrassed and still a little sick. "I'm sorry, Lieutenant."

"Forget it," Keller told her, studying the younger woman's tortured face as she maneuvered carefully in
zero-gee to her copilot's seat. Younger woman, hell—Gorzynski wasn't much more than a kid. Fresh out
of basic, her first real tour... and this was how it had ended. "We're heading back. Get the drive

sequence ready to go."

"Right," Gorzynski said, getting shakily to work. "What did [ miss?"
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"Just more of the same," Keller said. "They're still going around icing the survivors."

Gorzynski made a sound in the back of her throat. "I don't understand," she said. "Why are they doing
that?"

"I don't know," Keller told her grimly. "But we're going to pay them back with interest. Bet on it."

The board pinged: the static bomb was ready. Keller touched the primer and the release key, and there
was a slight lurch as the bulky cylinder dropped free of the watchship. "Beddini? Static bomb away.
Ninety seconds to detonation."

"Acknowledged," Beddini said. "We're out of here. Good luck."
"You, too," Keller said, and keyed off the comm laser.. "Let's go, Gorzynski."

They had swung the watchship around and were pulling for deep space when the static bomb blew up
behind them, sending out a wide-spectrum saturation burst of tachyons that would blind whatever
wake-trail detectors the enemy out there had. Or so went the theory. If it didn't work, the Peacekeeper
garrisons on Dorcas and Kalevala had better hope they were ready for company. "Here we go," she told
Gorzynski, and pressed the keys.

The sky shimmered, the stars spinning briefly into an illusion of a tunnel as the space around them
twisted. And then the twist became a sphere, the stars winked out, and they were on their way.

Keller looked over at Gorzynski. The kid still looked sick, but there was something else there, too. The
kind of quiet, dark determination that Keller had seen so often in hardened combat veterans.

She shook her head. What a way for the kid to have to grow up.

The door slid open, and Lieutenant Colonel Castor Holloway stepped into the Dorcas colony's
Peacekeeper garrison sensor center. Major Fujita Takara was waiting just inside the door, his face
looking somber in the dim red light. "What've we got, Fuji?" Holloway asked.

"Trouble, looks like," Takara told him. "Crane just picked up the leading edge of a static-bomb
discharge."

Holloway looked across the room at the tachyon pickup display and the young sergeant sitting stiffly in
front of it. "The Jutland task force?"

"I don't know what else it could be," Takara said. "You can't really pin down a static bomb from
anything but point-blank range, but it's from the right direction."

"Strength?"
"If it's from the same spot where we placed the bogies, it's about the size of a watchship's backstop
bomb." Takara's lip twitched. "I don't know if you knew, Cass, but it's only been forty minutes since the

task force meshed in out there."

The room, Holloway noted, was very quiet. "I suppose we'd better alert Peacekeeper Command," he
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said. "We have a skitter ready to fly?"

Takara's forehead creased slightly, and Holloway could tell what he was thinking. There were only two
stable stardrive speeds, three light-years per hour and twice that, with only small ships like fighters and
skitters able to achieve the higher equilibrium. The problem was it cost nearly five times as much per

light-year to fly at the higher speed, which on the Dorcas garrison's budget was a nontrivial consideration.

"Number Two can be ready in half an hour," the major said. "I assumed we'd be waiting until we had
something more concrete to send them."

Holloway shook his head. "We can't afford the wait. Whatever happened out there, the fact that a
watchship dropped its static bomb means there's been serious trouble. Our job is to buy the
Commonwealth every minute of prep time that we can. The details of the trouble can wait until later."

"I suppose so," Takara said heavily. "I'll get the skitter crew moving."

He left, the door sliding shut behind him, and Holloway stepped over to the tachyon station. "Can you
sift anything at all out of that mess, Crane?" he asked.

"No, sir," the young man said. "The tachyon static will blanket everything else in the region for at least
another hour. Maybe two."

Which meant that they'd be on Dorcas's doorstep before anyone knew how much of the task force was
coming back. Or, perhaps more important, if any uninvited guests were following them in. "Keep an eye
on it," he told the other. "I want to know the minute the static starts to clear."

"Yes, sir." Crane hesitated. "Sir, what do you think happened?"

Holloway shrugged. "We'll find out in a couple of hours. Until then, I suggest you try to keep your
imagination from running away with you."

"Yes, sir," Crane said, a bit too hastily. "I just meant—well—"

"Tunderstand," Holloway assured him. "It's not much fun sitting blind while you wonder what might be
coming your way. Just bear in mind that the Commonwealth has a long history of winning these little
encounters. Whatever's out there, we'll handle it."

"Yes, sir," Crane said. "There's always CIRCE, too."

Holloway grimaced. Yes, that was always the option. The option, and the unspoken threat behind it.
There were a lot of people—not all of them nonhumans—who resented living beneath the shadow of
CIRCE and the Northern Coordinate Union leaders who held sole possession of the weapon's secrets.
A lot of people who felt that NorCoord's domination of the Peacekeepers and the political structure of
the entire Commonwealth was based on CIRCE and CIRCE alone. But the simple fact was that in the
thirty-seven years since that awful demonstration off Celadon, the NorCoord military had never again
had to fire the weapon. It had kept the peace without ever having to be used.

He looked at the tachyon display, feeling his throat tighten. Perhaps this time it was going to be different.
"Yes," he agreed quietly. "There's always CIRCE."
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2

The lunch had been served and eaten, the empty dishes cleared away, and the frosted coffee served;
and only then did Nikolai Donezal finally ask the question Lord Stewart Cavanagh had known he would
eventually get to. ""So," Donezal said, sipping carefully at his steaming cup and licking a stray bit of
frosting off his upper lip. "Shall we get down to business? Or shall we continue to pretend your visit today
has been motivated solely by nostalgia?"

Cavanagh smiled. "That's one of the things I've always liked about you, Nikolai: your unique combination
of subtlety and bluntness. Not a single nudge or probe during the meal itself, and now straight between
the eyes."

"The ravages of age, I'm afraid," Donezal said regretfully. "I find that I'm useless all afternoon if I ruin my
digestion at lunch." He eyed Cavanagh over the edge of his cup. "And turning down favors while eating
invariably ruins my digestion."

"Favors?" Cavanagh echoed, giving the other his best innocent look. "What makes you think I'm here to
ask for any favors?"

"Long personal experience," Donezal said dryly. "Coupled with the stories about you which one can still
hear being told in parliamentary back offices. If even half of them are true, it would appear you left an
impressive trail of wrenched arms behind you during your time here."

"Baseless slander." Cavanagh dismissed the subject with a wave of his hand. "Sprinkled with a bit of
jealousy."

Donezal raised an eyebrow. "Perhaps more than just a bit," he said. "Still, you protest more than
necessary. I understand that a man cannot create your list of accomplishments without also creating a few
enemies along the way."

"Plus a few friends, I hope," Cavanagh said.

"I'm certain you did," Donezal said. "Though the other group is always the louder. Still, the doomsayers
we shall always have with us. At any rate, you bought lunch; the least I can do is hear you out."

"Thank you," Cavanagh said, pulling his plate from his inside pocket. He opened it, called up the proper
file, and slid it across the table. "My proposal is really quite simple. I'd like to shift a part of my Centauri
electronics operation out to Massif."

"Indeed," Donezal said, glancing over the first page and keying for the second. "To be located in the
Lorraine and Nivernais states, I see. A good choice—the plunge in iridium prices has hit those two
regions particularly hard. An influx of light industry would be welcome." He looked speculatively at
Cavanagh. "So tell me what the favor is you need. Free land, or just massive tax breaks?"

"Neither," Cavanagh said, mentally crossing his fingers. Donezal had a good business mind and was, at
the core, a decent enough man. But his military tour of duty on the Bhurtist homeworld of Tal during the
Peacekeepers' police action there had left some scars where nonhumans were concerned. "What I need
is for you to help me get NorCoord's permission to run a pair of satellite facilities in the Duulian and
Awvuirlian enclaves."
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Donezal's face tightened, just noticeably. "I see," he said. "May I ask what Sanduuli and Avuirli have to
offer that our human colonists can't match?"

"Frankly, I don't know," Cavanagh said. "That's one of the things I'm hoping to find out."
"Such as whether they can do the work cheaper?" Donezal demanded.

Cavanagh shook his head. "Such as what ideas and improvements nonhuman intelligences and
methodology might suggest to us," he corrected. "The satellite facilities would be geared for R and D, not
production."

Donezal looked down at the plate again, and Cavanagh could see the strain as he tried to uncouple his
judgment from his memories. "You're aware, of course, that five months ago Peacekeeper Command
and the Commerce Commission began tightening regulations on nonhuman handling of potential military
technology."

"Yes, I know," Cavanagh said. "But the work we'd be doing would be distinctly nonmilitary. All of our
Peacekeeper contracts would stay in the existing high-security plants on Avon and Centauri."

Donezal rubbed his cheek. "I don't know, Stewart. Understand, I have nothing personally against either
the Sanduuli or Avuirli. And I'd certainly like to see you move a plant onto Massif. But Commerce seems
very serious about all this; and to be honest, I'm not sure the term nonmilitary' can be applied to anything
electronic anymore. There's so much bleed-through between military and civilian equipment, especially
with the sort of high-density and semisentient work you do. A great deal of that is still exclusively human
property, and many of us would like to keep it that way. Otherwise there could be trouble whenever the
next brushfire erupts."

"Possibly," Cavanagh said. "On the other hand, a perception that the Commonwealth is being
unreasonably selfish is almost a guarantee that those brushfires will indeed occur."

Donezal made a face. "Well, if that happens, the Peacekeepers will certainly be ready for it," he
growled, turning his attention back to the plate. ""You should see all the money they've been levering out
of the treasury lately. All right, let me look at this again."

Cavanagh sipped at his coffee and looked around the Parliament dining room, memories flickering
through his mind as he did so. Certainly he'd come here on business, but Donezal's facetious reference to
nostalgia hadn't been completely off the mark. Cavanagh had been less than enthusiastic about serving in
the Northern Coordinate Union Parliament when the governor of Grampians on Avon had offered him
the job—had argued long and hard, in fact, that there were others in Grampians who wanted the
appointment far more. But the governor had persisted; and Cavanagh himself would be the first to admit
that the six years he'd spent in Parliament had been among the most interesting of his life. The previous
twenty years, spent building up a minor electronics empire from scratch, hadn't prepared him at all for the
style and routine of government operation. Everyone had known it, of course, and he suspected there
had been a few side bets in the back offices that the new Parlimin from Avon, Grampians state, would
never even make it off the landing field.

But he'd surprised them. He'd quickly learned how to adapt his work and people-handling techniques to
the strange new environment of politics, and had then proceeded to forge odd but potent coalitions
among those who felt the same as he did about a dozen of the most important issues. None of the
coalitions had lasted very long, but more often than not they'd lasted long enough to accomplish the goals
he'd set for them. He'd become adept at the art of political arm-twisting, a talent that had given him a
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certain notoriety during that first term and the two subsequent appointments the governor had talked him
into accepting. Apparently, if Donezal could be believed, some of that notoriety still lingered in the
Parliament chambers.

A movement caught his eye: a young-looking Parlimin gesturing emphatically at the colleagues seated
around him at his table. There were only a few Parlimins still in office who had also served during
Cavanagh's stint here, but the current trend among the national and state governments of the NorCoord
Union was to appoint top business and industrial leaders to the upper house, and Cavanagh spotted
several men and women he'd locked horns with across tables over the years. There was Simons of Great
Britain, Alexandra Karponov of Kryepost on Nadezhda, Klein of Neuebund on Prospect...

He was looking at Klein when the other's face suddenly went rigid.
Cavanagh looked back at Donezal, to find the same expression on his face. "Emergency signal?"

"Yes," Donezal told him, fumbling in his pocket and pulling out his slender whisper-call. "Full-Parliament
alert," he said, peering at the message scrolling across the display. "Some kind of trouble out at—"

He broke off. "I have to go," he said abruptly, stuffing the whisper-call back into his pocket and levering
himself out of his chair.

"What is it?" Cavanagh asked, standing up himself and making a quick hand signal. "What kind of
trouble?"

"There aren't any details," Donezal said, starting toward the door. The other Parlimins, Cavanagh noted
peripherally, were also heading rapidly for the exits. "Call my office later. Better yet, call your own

Parlimin. I'm sure Jacy VanDiver would love to hear from you."

Cavanagh fell into step beside him; and as he did so, the quiet figure of his security chief, Adam Quinn,
appeared at his side. "Trouble, sir?" the other asked softly.

"Yes," Cavanagh told him. "Come on, Nikolai, give. I'll owe you one."
Donezal stopped, throwing a sour look at Cavanagh and an only marginally less acidic one at Quinn.
"There's a watchship coming in from Dorcas," he bit out. "Apparently, a Peacekeeper task force there

has been hit. Badly."

Cavanagh stared at him, an old and all-too-familiar pressure squeezing his chest. "Which task force was
it?"

"I don't know," Donezal said, frowning at him. "Does it matter?"
"Very much," Cavanagh murmured. The Kinshasa, with Pheylan aboard, was stationed with the Jutland
in the Dorcas area. If that was the force that had been hit... "Let's get over to the chamber," he told

Donezal, taking his arm. "They should at least be able to tell us who was involved."

Donezal shook off the grip. “"We are not going to the chamber," he said. "/ am going. You're not a
Parlimin anymore."

"You can get me in."
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"Not for something like this," Donezal insisted. "I'm sorry, Stewart, but you'll just have to wait and find
out when the rest of the Commonwealth does."

He turned and joined the general exodus of people now streaming through the dining room's main exits.
"Like hell I will," Cavanagh muttered under his breath as he pulled out his phone. "Quinn, where did
Kolchin go?"

"I'm right here, sir," the young bodyguard said, appearing magically at Cavanagh's other side. "What
stirred up the anthill?"

"A Peacekeeper task force has been hit off Dorcas," Cavanagh told him grimly, punching in a number.
"I'm going to see if [ can get us some more information."

The phone screen came on, revealing a young woman in Peacekeeper uniform. "Peacekeeper
Command."

"General Garcia Alvarez, please," Cavanagh said. "Tell him it's Lord Stewart Cavanagh. And tell him it's
urgent."

The cables overhead lengthened and separated, dropping their ski-lift-style chair out of the
upper-corridor traffic flow and bringing it to a halt at the floor. Before them, topped by a large
Peacekeeper insignia, was the archway into the Peacekeeper Command section of the NorCoord Union
government complex. Standing beneath the arch, flanked by the duty guard and a man wearing a major's
insignia, was General Alvarez.

"Stewart," Alvarez said in greeting as Cavanagh and his two men came toward him. "I trust you realize
how irregular this is."

"I do," Cavanagh said. "And I thank you. I'll try not to be too much trouble."

Alvarez made a face and looked at the officer at his side. "These are my visitors, Major. I'd like them
cleared through."

"Yes, sir," the other said. "Hello, Quinn. Long time no see."

"Hello, Anders," Quinn said evenly. "Good to see you. I didn't know you'd moved to Command."

"I'm not surprised,”" Anders said, an edge of bitterness in the voice. "You haven't exactly kept in touch.
So this is him, huh?" he added, throwing a cold look at Cavanagh. "The guy who you helped to dump on

the unit?"

"Lord Cavanagh is my employer," Quinn said. "And we didn't dump on the Copperheads. We helped
make them stronger and better."

"Yeah, well, that's sure not what it looked like from the inside." Anders looked at Kolchin, and for a
moment his eyes seemed to glaze over. "And you're former Peacekeeper commando Mitri Kolchin," he

said. "You always stock your payroll with Peacekeeper quitters, Lord Cavanagh?"

Beside him, Cavanagh felt Kolchin stir, and he could imagine what the expression on the young man's
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face must be. General Alvarez, facing him from a meter away, didn't have to rely on imagination. "You're
not here for a discussion of career choices, Major," the general put in. "You're here to authorize
temporary clearances for these men. Can you or can't you?"

Anders's lip twitched. "There's nothing in their records to prohibit it, sir," he said. "I can clear them
through to the outer briefing room. No farther."

"Good enough," Alvarez grunted. "Thank you. Come on, Stewart—the watchship's records should be
here anytime."

"They couldn't transmit from orbit?" Cavanagh asked.

"We didn't want them to," Alvarez said. "There are too many kids out there whose idea of fun is to tie
into military transmissions and try to crack the scrambling. The last thing we want is for this to leak out
before we're ready." He threw Cavanagh a tight smile. "Which is one reason we're letting you in here.
Makes it easier to keep track of you."

"I see," Cavanagh said. He'd already figured that part out, actually. "What do you know so far?"

"Only that a skitter arrived from Dorcas about two hours ago telling us a watchship was probably on its
way," Alvarez said. "That all by itself meant bad news."

Cavanagh braced himself. "Do you know which task force it was?"

Alvarez nodded heavily. "It was the Jutland's, " he said. "And the Kinshasa was definitely there with it.
That's the other reason you're here."

"T appreciate it," Cavanagh said, the pressure returning to his chest. "What else do you know?"

"Precious little," Alvarez admitted. "About twenty-five hours ago the tachyon pickup on Dorcas spotted
an unfamiliar wake-trail, terminating in the outer rim of a minor system six light-years from Dorcas. They
didn't have a tracking baseline, of course, but the Jut/and and the local garrison commander were able to
triangulate a probable endpoint. The force went out to take a look; forty minutes after meshing in, they
popped a static bomb. Dorcas picked it up, figured it meant bad news, and fired us off a skitter to give
us some advance warning. End of report."

"Forty minutes sounds rather short," Cavanagh said.

Alvarez snorted. "Try frighteningly short. Especially when you consider that Commodore Dyami
wouldn't have meshed in right on top of the bogies. Real-space transit time would have eaten up part of
that forty minutes. Maybe even most of it."

The briefing room was deserted when they arrived. Alvarez turned on the displays for them, then left to
watch the proceedings with his fellow officers in the main command center. Five minutes later the
watchship's recordings began.

It was worse than Cavanagh had expected. Worse than he could even have conceived it to be. To
watch the entire task force being cut to ribbons was bad enough. To watch the alien ships coldly and

systematically destroying the honeycomb pods afterward was horrifying.

And to know that he was watching the death of his son made him feel physically ill. And very, very old.
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The battle and its murderous aftermath seemed to take forever. According to the display chrono, the
entire episode took barely fourteen and a half minutes.

The record ended, and the display went off, and for a few minutes none of them spoke. Quinn broke the
silence first. "We're in trouble," he said quietly. "Big trouble."

Cavanagh took a deep breath, blinking the sudden moisture out of his eyes. It would have been quick, at
least. That was something to hold on to. It would have been quick. "Could the force have been taken by
surprise?"

"No." Quinn was positive. "Dyami knew to be ready for combat. That's always the assumption when
you contact a new race. Besides, the force was fighting—you could see missiles being launched. They
Jjust weren't detonating."

"You know if the Jutland had any Copperhead fighters aboard, Quinn?" Kolchin asked.

"I doubt it," Quinn said, shaking his head. "Most Copperhead units are stationed aboard Nova- and
Supernova-class carriers these days, mostly out in Yycroman space. That's what I've heard, anyway. We

could ask Anders on the way out."

"Well, at least that's something new we can try on them next time around." Kolchin paused. "And maybe
NorCoord will decide it's time to reassemble CIRCE."

"Perhaps," Cavanagh said. "Quinn, we need to send word to Aric and Melinda about this."
"I can do that, sir," Quinn said. "What should I tell them?"

Cavanagh shook his head. "It doesn't matter," he said through the ache. The ache, and the growing rage
that his son had been so cold-bloodedly taken from him. "Just tell them their brother is dead."

3

The Meert was typical of his species: short and stocky, with small greenish-brown overlapping scales
and a face that humans almost invariably compared in shape and texture to a peeled orange. He stood
stiffly across the desk, his pale-yellow eyes boring into Aric Cavanagh's face, his teeth dripping with
saliva.

Decidedly unhappy.

"I want to talk to Cavanagh," he growled, his English coming out mangled but more or less
understandable. "I was promised Cavanagh."

"I am Cavanagh," Aric told him. "Aric Cavanagh, Lord Stewart Cavanagh's firstborn son. I'm also
director of CavTronics operations for this region of space. Whatever your complaint, you may express it

tome."

The Meert hissed under his breath. "Human," he growled, making the word a curse. "You care first for
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yourselves. The Meert-ha are nothing to you but slaves."

"Ah," Aric said, cocking an eyebrow. "Do the Meert-ha care more for humans than for themselves,
then?"

The overlapping scales opened slightly, settled back into place. "You insult the Meert-ha?"

"Not at all," Aric assured him. "I merely seek clarification. You accuse humans of caring more for their
own kind than for nonhumans. Is it different with the Meert-ha?"

The Meert was silent a moment, his scales flipping rhythmically up and down. Aric stayed seated,
resisting the urge to ease his chair a little farther back from the desk. For a pair of heartbeats he was a
teenager again, engaged in his favorite lazy-day pastime of verbally driving his younger brother crazy,
when he'd suddenly awakened to the fact that he no longer had thirty centimeters and twelve kilos on the
kid. The game had stopped being fun that day... and the Meert standing in front of the desk had a lot of
the same look about him.

He shook off the memory. He wasn't fifteen anymore, that wasn't Pheylan standing there preparing to
pound him, and a nonhuman work foreman in a CavTronics electronics plant surely wouldn't be rash
enough to physically attack the owner's son. Still, he was beginning to wish he hadn't left Hill outside with
the car. Normally, he didn't feel any need for one of his father's cadre of security guards on these plant
tours; but palpitating Meertene scales meant there was a lot of body heat being dumped, and if the Meert
was getting overheated, it probably meant he was angry. Aric had thrown in that comment to put the
Meert's accusations of species loyalty into perspective, as well as to hopefully knock the approaching
tirade off track a little. The whole thing would be rather counterproductive if the Meert tried to break his
face instead.

The scales settled back in place. "It is still true that you think of the Meert-ha as slaves," the Meert said.

"Not at all," Aric said, starting to breathe again. "We have always treated our Meertene employees with
respect and honor."

"Then why this?" the Meert demanded, pointing two thick fingers out the window. "Why do you close
this workplace?"

Aric sighed. Here it came: the same argument he'd already been through twice on this trip, with two
other nonhuman species. He wondered if Commonwealth Commerce had had any idea of the trouble
they were creating when they first started dropping these new restrictions through the hopper five months
ago. Or if they'd even cared. "In the first place, we aren't closing the plant," he told the Meert. "We're
only scaling back some of its operations."

"Meert-ha will no longer work here."

"Some Meert-ha will lose their jobs, yes," Aric conceded. "As will some from the Djadaran enclave, as
well."

"Will humans lose jobs?"
"I don't know," Aric said. "That has yet to be decided.”

The scales quivered. "When?"
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"Whenever we so choose," Aric said. "Would you wish us to rush these decisions? A/l of them?"

The Meert shook his head, the movement scattering droplets of saliva to both sides. In mainstream
Meertene culture, shaking the head was often a signal of challenge; Aric could only hope that in this case
the Meert was mimicking the human gesture instead. "I speak only of justice," he growled.

"Justice is my goal as well," Aric assured him. "And the goal of my father. Be assured we will both do
whatever is possible to achieve it."

The Meert tossed his head. "We will watch and see," he said, crossing the fingers of his hands in the
Meertene farewell gesture. "Stay slowly."

Aric returned the gesture. "Go slowly."

The Meert turned and strode out through the office door. "Justice," Aric muttered under his breath,
finally letting go with the grimace he'd been holding back since the Meert first barged in. His father had
warned the Commissioner of Commerce—had warned him repeatedly—that this was both bad politics
and bad business. He might as well have tried talking to moss.

The office door slid open again. Aric looked up, muscles tensing and then relaxing as he saw it was just
Hill. "About time," he told the security guard, mock-severely. "Here I am, risking my life with an angry
Meert, and where are you?"

"Outside," Hill replied calmly. "Keeping out the other eight who were demanding to get in to see you."
"Really." Aric cocked an eyebrow. "You didn't mention there was a whole delegation out there."

Hill shrugged. "I didn't want to worry you," he said. "Besides, it didn't seem important, given that I wasn't
going to let more than one of them in anyway. I figured even you could handle a single Meert."

"I appreciate the confidence," Aric said dryly. At least that explained why his visitor had been so
relatively easy to deal with. Expecting to be part of a nine-man complaint committee, he'd already been
thrown off stride by having to go it alone. "Have they all left?"

Hill nodded. "This group mad about the layoffs, too?"

"Mad about the threat of layoffs, anyway," Aric said. Privately, he was still hoping they could persuade
the paranoids at Commerce that no Peacekeeper military secrets were being risked by letting nonhumans
work with CavTronics computer components. "Has the evening-shift director arrived yet?"

"No, sir," Hill said, stepping over to the desk and holding out a card. "But this was just transmitted in for
you. Via the skitter from Earth, I think."

"Must be from Dad," Aric said, taking the card and sliding it into his plate. The two of them had come up
with a little scheme that might create an end-run precedent around these new restrictions. This might be
the word on whether Parlimin Donezal was willing to play ball on it. Keying for the proper decoding
algorithm, Aric watched as the message came up.

It was very short.
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He read it through twice, a sense of unreality creeping through him. No. It couldn't be.

"Sir? Are you all right?"

With an effort Aric looked up at Hill. "Is the ship back yet?"

"I don't think so, sir," Hill said, frowning at him. "You weren't planning to leave until tomorrow."

Aric took a deep breath, trying to drive away the numbness in his mind and body. "Call the spaceport,"
he said. "Get me a seat on a liner to Earth. You and the ship can go back to Avon when it gets here."

"Yes, sir," Hill said, pulling out his phone. "May I ask what's wrong?"

Aric leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. "It's my brother," he said. "He's dead."

"Dr. Cavanagh?"

Melinda Cavanagh looked up from the large high-detail plate and her final run-through of the upcoming
operation. "Yes?"

"Dr. Billingsgate is in prep," the nurse said. "Room three."

"Thank you," Melinda said, mentally shaking her head. He could just as easily have paged her or called
her on her phone, but instead he'd sent someone else scurrying off to find her. She'd never worked with
Billingsgate before, but the Commonwealth's surgical community was by necessity a small and tight-knit
group, and she'd heard enough stories to know that this was typical of the man. Opinion was split as to
whether it was arrogance, stinginess with his own time, or just a simple preference for human interaction
over the more impersonal electronic sort. "Tell him I'll be there in a minute."

She finished tracking through the plan and pulled her card from the plate. Prep Three was just down the
corridor, and she entered to find Billingsgate poring over the high-detail plate there. "Ah—Cavanagh," he
said distractedly, waving her over. "Ready to suit up?"

"Almost," she said, sitting down in the chair next to him. "There are a couple of minor points I'd like to
discuss with you first."

He frowned at her from under bushy eyebrows. "I thought we'd settled everything," he said, his tone
dropping half an octave.

"I thought we had, too," she said, sliding her card into his plate and keying for the marked sections.
"Number one: I think we should reduce the use of markinine in the third phase. We certainly want to
lower blood pressure at that point, but with the shorozine drip only four centimeters away, I think we
should consider lowering the dosage by at least ten percent."

The eyebrows frowned a little harder. "A ten percent cut is rather drastic."
"But necessary," Melinda said. "Number two: in phase four you have two separate neurobinders being

applied at each of four sites. This one"—she pointed to it on the plate—"strikes me as being just a shade
too close to the optic chiasma. Particularly given your revised dosage numbers."
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"You think that, do you?" Billingsgate said, his voice starting to shade from annoyed to intimidating. "Tell
me, Doctor, have you ever performed this operation yourself?"

"You know I haven't," Melinda said. "But I've consulted on five similar operations."

Billingsgate's eyebrows lifted slightly. "For five different surgeons, no doubt?"

Melinda looked him straight in the eye. "That's unfair," she said. "And you know it. The two operations
weren't identical—no two operations are. Trying to bypass me that way and just blindly following the first
plan was totally irresponsible. And it could have been fatal."

"It most likely wouldn't have been," Billingsgate pointed out.

"Would you have wanted me to take that chance?" Melinda countered.

Billingsgate's lips pursed tightly together. "You didn't have to humiliate Mueller publicly."

"I tried talking to him privately. He wouldn't listen."

Billingsgate turned back to his plate, and for a minute the room was silent. ""So you think we should cut
the markinine by ten percent, do you?" he asked.

"Yes," Melinda said. "The lower dosage should do the job perfectly well. Particularly given the patient's
metabolic baseline."

"I was going to ask if you'd checked on that," Billingsgate said. "All right; but if the blood pressure
doesn't respond properly, we're going to jack the dosage back up. Fair enough?"

"Fair enough," Melinda agreed. "Now, what about the neurobinders?"

The discussion was short and civilized, and in the end he acquiesced with reasonably good grace. Like
most surgeons Melinda had dealt with, Billingsgate had strong proprietary feelings toward his operation
designs, but he was also experienced enough not to simply ignore the recommendations of a good
consultant. With more and more routine operations being handled by semisentient computerized systems,
the only ones that still required human surgeons were those that were as much art as they were science.
Writing required editors; sculpture required texturers; surgery required design consultants. Or so the
theory went.

"All right, then," Billingsgate said at last. "We cut the markinine by ten percent and shift the gamma-site
neurobinder three millimeters right-lateral. Is that it?"

"That's it." Melinda closed down the plate. "Is everything else ready?"
"Just about. We just have to—"

He broke off as the door slid open and a nurse stepped in. "I'm sorry, Dr. Cavanagh, but this just came
for you," she said, holding out a card. "It's marked urgent."

"Thank you," Melinda said, taking it and pulling out her own plate.
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"Make it fast," Billingsgate said.

"I will," Melinda promised, frowning at the scrambled symbols. She'd expected it to be a job assignment
or something equally official; but this was in one of her father's private codes. Keying for decoding, she
watched as the lines reformed themselves....

And felt her heart seize up. "No," she whispered.

Halfway to the door, Billingsgate turned back around. "What is it?"

Wordlessly, she swiveled the plate around to face him. He stooped to read it. "Oh, my God," he
murmured. "Who's Pheylan?"

"My brother," Melinda told him, her voice sounding distant in her ears. She'd had a chance to see
Pheylan three weeks ago, when they'd both been on Nadezhda. But she'd been too busy....

Billingsgate was saying something. "I'm sorry," she said, forcing herself to focus on him. "What did you
say?"

"I said you don't need to stay," he repeated. "The team can handle things without you. Get yourself a
flight over to the spaceport and get out of here."

She looked back at the plate, the words dissolving into blurs before her. "No," she said, wiping at her
eyes. "I'm the design consultant. I'm supposed to see the operation through."

"That's a recommendation," Billingsgate said. "Not a requirement."

"It's my requirement," Melinda said, standing up. Her mind was starting to function again, spreading out
the possibilities and necessities in her usual surgically neat lines. "Give me a minute to get in touch with the
CavTronics plant in Kai Ho and I'll be right there."

"All right," Billingsgate said, not sounding convinced. "If you're sure."

"I'm sure," she told him. "I can't bring Pheylan back. Maybe I can help prevent someone else from
dying."
She didn't realize until the words were out of her mouth how easily they could be interpreted as a slight

on Billingsgate's surgical skills. But the older man didn't even seem to notice. "All right," he said again.
"Nurse, tell the team to get suited up. We'll be starting as soon as Dr. Cavanagh is ready."

4

The blue light flared through the honeycomb's viewports, jolting Pheylan out of a troubled sleep. The
light faded, flared again, faded again, flared again, faded again—

"All right!" he shouted, slapping the pod wall. "Enough, already!"

The light flared one last time and went out. Pheylan swore under his breath, wincing at the rancid taste in
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his mouth as he checked his chrono. He felt as if he'd just barely closed his eyes, but he'd actually been
asleep for four hours. That made it twenty-two hours since the alien ship had come up behind his pod

and swallowed it like a big fish snaring its lunch. Roughly sixty-six light-years, assuming the aliens hadn't
discovered a stardrive that ran on a different theory from the Commonwealth's. A long way from home.

The blue light flashed again, twice this time. Reflexively, Pheylan reached for the shutter control, stopped
with another curse as his sleep-fogged mind remembered that none of the pod's equipment was
functional. They'd done that to him early on, scuffling furtively around the base of the pod where he
couldn't see them and knocking out his power supply. He'd been in silent darkness ever since except for
the dim light and muftled sounds filtering in from the shuttle-bay-sized room around him.

Without power, of course, his dioxide/oxygen converter was also useless, and there'd been a couple of
tense hours when he was debating with himself how close to suffocation he should get before he risked
popping the hatch. But while the air inside the pod had slowly grown stale, it hadn't gotten any worse
than that. Clearly, the aliens had arranged a supplementary air supply to him, probably funneling it in
through the valve he'd weakened earlier when he dumped the pod's reserve oxygen.

For a couple of hours after that he'd worried about bacteria or viruses against which his immune system
would have no defense, wondering if his captors had had the foresight to filter such things out. But there
was nothing to be gained from such speculation, and eventually he'd abandoned it. Under the
circumstances alien variations of influenza were probably going to be the least of his worries.

Outside, the blue light flashed twice more, and as it did so Pheylan noticed that his body was beginning
to press into his seat again. Weight was returning; and unless the aliens had belatedly decided to spin the
ship, that could mean only one thing.

Wherever they'd been heading, they had arrived.

It was fourteen minutes before the sudden rumbling vibration that indicated they'd made planetfall. The
noise and motion died away, and for another fifteen minutes Pheylan sweated in the dim light, his
survival-pack flechette pistol gripped in his hand, waiting for his captors' next move.

When it happened, it happened all at once. The pod's exit hatch at his left was abruptly rimmed with
light, and with a crackle of superheated metal and a cloud of brilliant sparks the hatch cover blew
outward, landing with a muffled clang on the deck below. A cool breeze flowed in through the opening,
carrying with it the stink of burned metal. Setting his teeth, Pheylan pointed his gun into the air flow and
waited.

No one tried to come in. But then, no one had to. Sooner or later he would have to come out on his
own, and waiting until he ran out of ration bars would gain him nothing. Sliding his pistol into the inner
pocket of his jacket, he unstrapped from his chair and worked his way through the cramped space of the
pod over to the blackened opening. The edges were still warm, but not too hot to touch. Getting a grip
on the handholds, he looked cautiously out.

The light outside was too dim to see very well, but he could make out a row of indistinct silhouettes
facing him from three or four meters away. Worming through the opening, he dropped to the deck beside
what was left of the hatch cover. "I'm Commander Pheylan Cavanagh," he called, hoping the quaver in
his voice wasn't as noticeable to them as it was to him. "Captain of the Commonwealth Peacekeeper
starship Kinshasa. Who are you?"

There was no reply, but one of the shadowy figures left the line and stepped toward him. He stopped a
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meter away, and Pheylan had the impression that even in the dim light he was having no trouble looking
the prisoner over. "Brracha," he said in a deep voice; and as he did so, the lights in the room came up.

And Pheylan finally got a clear look at the creatures who'd destroyed his ship.

They were roughly human in height, with slender torsos and a pair each of arms and legs in more or less
human arrangement. Their heads were hairless, the faces roughly triangular in shape as large brow ridges
over the deep-set eyes narrowed to hawklike beaks. They were dressed in tight-fitting footed jumpsuits
of a dark shimmery material, with no insignia or other ornamentation that Pheylan could see.

Nor were there any obvious side arms in sight. Pheylan eyed them, wondering if it was possible that the
basic concept of hand weapons could somehow have passed them by. If so—if that meant they might
miss the flechette pistol in his jacket pocket—

There was a movement to his right, and he turned to see another of the aliens step through an archway
into the bay, a long folded towel of what looked like their jumpsuit material draped around the back of
his neck. He came up to the alien facing Pheylan, who turned and took the material. Their heads, Pheylan
saw now, extended farther back than he'd realized, curving back and under to the neck and to a low
spinal ridge that jutted out from their jumpsuits. The ridge terminated just above the legs in a flat, eellike
tail that seemed to twirl continually in a tight corkscrewing spiral.

The alien spokesman turned back to Pheylan and held out the material. "Tarr'ketarr brracha," he said
in the same deep voice.

Pheylan focused on it and saw that what he'd taken to be a long towel was in fact another of their
jumpsuits. "No, thank you," he said, shaking his head and tapping his chest. "I prefer to wear my own
uniform."

The alien opened his mouth slightly, and a long dark-red tongue jabbed outward at the jumpsuit in his
hands. "Tarr'ketarr brracha,” he repeated.

Pheylan grimaced, but it was obvious that they had their minds made up. It was also obvious that unless
he wanted to haul out his gun and start shooting, there weren't a lot of options open to him. Stripping off
his uniform, he put on the jumpsuit.

It was a perfect fit—amazingly perfect, in fact, right down to the slight but annoying bulge around his
waist he'd been promising himself to get rid of for the past two years. Clearly, it had been custom-cut for
him; and while that eliminated any potential problems of movement or breathing, it also left him no loose
nooks or folds where he might be able to conceal his pistol.

The point turned out to be moot. He was still figuring out how the fastening strip worked when the
second alien stooped and collected his uniform and equipment, then turned and disappeared back the
way he had come.

The spokesman took a step to the side. "Brracha, " he said. Again the tongue snaked out, stiffened to
point briefly to the alien's right, then retracted again into his mouth.

Pheylan looked in that direction. There was the outline of a large hexagonal-shaped hatchway on the
bulkhead, probably the door his pod had come in through. The request was obvious, and as with the
Jjumpsuit there wasn't anything to do but obey. He headed toward it, the alien spokesman stepping to his
side as the rest of the line formed up behind them. As they approached the hatchway, it folded outward,
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letting in a burst of cool, spicy-pungent air.

The sky outside was blue with a scattering of white clouds. As the hatchway continued to open and
Pheylan got closer to it, he saw first the tops of tall gray-green objects—the local equivalent of trees, he
decided—and then, between him and the trees, a complex of low, flat buildings. From his angle it was
difficult to be sure, but they looked as if they were the same linked-hexagon design as the aliens' ships.

A dozen more of the aliens were waiting for him on the ground, standing in a line facing a flat ramp that
had been run up to the edge of the hatchway. Pheylan started down toward them, trying to get a look at
everything without being too obvious about it. The building complex seemed to be backed up against the
gray-green forest, with a wide-open space between it and the landing area. Here and there a few plants
still grew, but most of the ground around the complex was a uniform reddish dirt. An indication that it had
been only recently finished, he decided, a hunch supported by the second complex clearly still under
construction just off the landing area to his right. At the edge of the forest, midway between the two
building complexes, was a small geodesic shape with the ominous look of a weapons dome about it.

He reached the foot of the ramp and stopped. "I'm Commander Pheylan Cavanagh of the NorCoord
Union," he identified himself again. "Captain of the Peacekeeper starship Kinshasa. "

The middle three aliens in the line stepped forward; and now that he was closer, Pheylan could see that
their jumps