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STEVE WHITE
- JSHIRLEY MEIER

BOOK ONE

Prologue

There could be no true night with Sekahmant in the sky.

The sun had set, turning the Auriel Ocean molten in shades of red and orange andmurn , leaving the
giant star unchallenged. Of course, it was only a point source of actinic bluish-vre/light—no imaginable
object could show a visible disk across even a minor interstellar distance—but that light was of an
intensity to banish every other star and trigger the color sensitivity of one's central eye. So Harrok,
standing on the terrace of his mountainside villa high above the west coast of Kormat, could clearly see
the town below, the coast curving northward in a succession of coves separated by wave-lapped
mountains, the mercury-like ocean to the west, and the peaks rising in range upon snowcapped range
into the eastern distance.

He could also see this same coast from the tarry deck of a sailing vessel of the Asthians who would, in
later centuries, build the town below his villa, for he wasshaxzhu , and his memories of all his lives was
good. But that was a different kind of seeing.

The view had never failed to move him. What a thought in the Mind of Tlludor! So much beauty, to be
obliterated by that which now only illuminated it! Harrok was no astrophysicist, but he never doubted the
truth of the horror that they had revealed with their orbital instruments. After all, educated people had
known for generations that the ethereal loveliness of Sekahmant must someday turn destroyer. But so
soon?

A rustling sound distracted him as his daughter stepped from the doorway into the Sekahmant-light.
Ankaht was the image of her now discarnate mother, tiny and dark, in contrast to Harrok, whose skin
was translucent gold—though dulling with age, now—and whose long, thick neck lifted his head to an
above-average height. But these were superficial differences. In what really mattered, they were alike, for
she, too, wasshaxzhu. For both parent and child to possess the gift was rare but not unheard of. It lent
the father-daughter relationship a sometimes disturbing closeness.

"The decision has been made," she announced without preamble. She had been linked into the global
datanet, which Harrok found himself less and less inclined to do these days, when almost all the news
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was bad. "The nations have granted the new government all the emergency powers it asked for—in
effect, dissolved their own existence. (Excitement, tempered by mourning for the old ways.) And the
proponents of extended research and development have been overruled. Construction of the first ships
will begin with the technology we have now, although further discoveries will be incorporated into later
ships if possible. (Deep reservations.)"

Harrok and Ankaht never misinterpreted one another's emotions. The empathetic sense ofse/narm was
extraordinarily strong among allshaxzhu , and especially so among those who were also close blood
relations.

"Well," he said, "they had little choice. (Resignation.) The last I heard, estimates of the supernova's date
had been moved up to two hundred years from now."No more than three or four incarnations for me,
he thought bleakly, even assuming minimal time spent discarnate.

Not that any such assumption was likely to be justified, given the draconic population control measures
that were being proposed. But, again, what choice was there? There was not enough metal in the crust of
Ardu to build a fleet of ships that would carry a significant fraction of the present population, or even
keep up with its increase.More time in the dreary less-than-existence of discarnate status for all of
us, he thought.

But it never occurred to him to doubt that the project would succeed, at least in the sense of savingsome
of the Race, nor was his confidence based on the power-urge of politics or the proofs of science or
economics. His certitude was a simple philosophical imperative. After all, supernovae also had their
existence in the Mind of Illudor. Could Illudor will His own obliteration? It seemed unlikely. It was also
too disturbing a thought to dwell upon—that a Deity might commit suicide—though far less disturbing
than the heretical whisper heard more and more of late: that the universe was Illudor'sdream . . . and that
the dream had now turned to nightmare.

He shook off his philosophical musings to listen as Ankaht spoke again.

"I've been asked to join the group that will be planning for the social organization of the ships . . .
especially the problem of maintaining cultural continuity for hundreds of years in an environment like that.
(Disgust.) Weshaxzhu will be specially important in maintaining a link with the world we've known. How
else will the others even understand thereis a universe outside those steel walls?" She shuddered. "They
want your help, too Father. You probably won't be incarnate when the first ships depart, but your
wisdom will be invaluable in the planning stages."

"Of course I'll help in any way I can," Harrok replied. Strongshaxzhutok carried obligations as well as
privileges and, to be honest, the problems were not without interest. He turned to lead Ankaht inside,
then suddenly stopped and loudly clicked the strong, curved claws that tipped his left hand's two primary
tentacles. "Oh, yes! I forgot to mention when you arrived this morning; your sister was in a skimmer
accident. She's all right, but her new son was killed."

"Oh. (Mild regret.) He was less than half a year old, wasn't he? You don't happen to know who . . .?"

"No. I wasn't there for the birth, and afterwards I couldn't get any sense of who'd picked him. Couldn't
have been anyone close."

"I suppose not. Still, it's too bad for whoever he was. I can dimly remember going discarnate in infancy
once. What an annoyance! Nothing more frustrating. Anyway, tell Kathmeer I'm glad she's all right. I
haven't kept in touch as I should have, but I happen to know that disincarnation would be very
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inconvenient for her just now. (Grimness.) Inconvenient for everyone, with the birth restrictions we all
know are coming."

The reminder of his own earlier thoughts saddened Harrok—sadness which, of course, communicated
itself to Ankaht. Silently, father and daughter stepped inside and closed the sliding glass door behind
them.

Outside, in an evening filled with wild flixit song and the buzz of second-light insects, Sekahmant
continued to glow as if it were an enduring star.

Chapter One
Rebirth

Prescott City had changed.

No, she reminded herself, for the thousandth time but with undiminished irritation.Not "Prescott City."
Just "Prescott.”

She couldn't remember precisely when, during the past couple of generations, the "City" part had been
dropped from popular parlance. But by now the shortened name stood triumphant even in official
paperwork and maps. To say "Prescott City" was to declare oneself an incorrigible old fogy. And the
Honorable Miriam Ortega—onetime chairperson of the Rim Federation's constitutional convention,
subsequently its prime minister for five nonconsecutive terms totaling over forty years, and currently chief
justice of its Supreme Judicial Court—was not ready to do that. Even though her one hundred and eleven
Standard years arguably gave her every right to.

She shook off the thought. The antigerone treatments to which she was entitled from at least two
standpoints—her inarguable contributions to the community, and her residence on a planet the least of
whose worries was population pressure—rendered her apparent physiological age a very well-preserved
late sixties, and therefore deprived her of whatever excuse senile decay might have provided.

Besides, she told herself,why shouldn't the name have changed? Everything else has.

Nowhere was the change more clearly on view than here, at the window of the chief justice's private
office on the top floor of Government House.

A hundred and fifty-five years ago—the Standard years that everyone still used, the time it took Old
Terra to revolve around Sol—Government House had been built to house the provisional government of
this planet of Xanadu, then little more than a raw new military outpost whose civilian workforce had
mushroomed to the point of needing such a government . . . but not to the point of needing (or being able
to afford) an edifice which would have done credit to some long-established colony world. But
Government House had been less a building than a grand gesture—a madly extravagant exercise in what
Miriam's mother would have called outrageouschutzpah.

Xanadu had been colonized halfway through the Fourth Interstellar War, when humanity and its allies
had faced the very real likelihood of something far worse than extermination at the hands of the Bugs:
survival not even as slaves, but as meat animals whoknew . It had been colonized because this system,
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named Zephrain by its discoverers from the Khanate of Orion, had been only one warp jump away from
a teeming Bug "Home Hive" system. Those colonists had known full well that they were living on the front
lines of a war whose only outcome could be genocide in one direction or the other. By shaping the
planet's native stone into neoclassical monumentality, looming above their prefab "cities," those people
(Miriam had often wished she could have known them) had made an eloquent declaration of
uncompromising commitment: "This world is ours. We can be killed, but we cannot be moved." In the
end they had been neither . . . thanks to the man after whom they had named this city, and whose statue
they had raised on a column.

Thus it was that, after the war, Government House had been maintained but never modified. And when a
young lawyer named Miriam Ortega had moved here after her mother's death, to be near her father,
Sergei Ortega, the local Terran Federation Navy commander, it had still loomed over all it surveyed,
crowning its hilltop in a bend of the Alph River, even though the city had grown enough to finally deserve
the name.

Now, though, the waves of galactic cosmopolitanism had finally washed over the Rim. Government
House lay in the shadows of kilometer-high towers of plasteel and synthetic diamond. Abu'said Field,
which had once provided it with an impressive backdrop, had long since yielded to the economics of
efficient land use, and a new spaceport served Prescott from what were now the city's outskirts. But the
extensive grounds of Government House remained sacrosanct, despite being almost beyond price as real
estate, and one could almost imagine that Commodore Prescott looked down with bronze eyes over an
unchanged scene from atop his column. . . .

Except that now there was a second column beside it. Miriam's eyes strayed to the statue that crowned
that one, and she could no longer put off her reason for being here—this meeting that had nothing to do
with the Supreme Judicial Court at all.

Unconsciously, she took out a cigarette and lit it. Cancer, of the lungs and otherwise, had long since
been banished into the mists of history for everyone with access to up-to-date biotechnology. But her
first inhalation of smoke awakened a scowl on a face that had never been conventionally pretty even in
her youth. (Although, the more you looked at it . . .) She angrily stubbed the cigarette out and turned to
the two men who had been sitting patiently at the conference table.

"Stupid damned habit," she muttered. "I'm going to quit this summer."

The two men kept straight faces. They'd had a lot of practice at it. They had heard those last six words
from Miriam Ortega before each of the last 105 of Xanadu's summers, as it swung around its G5v
primary in 0.73 standard year.

As usual, the small dapper man in academic-style civvies did a better job of concealing his amusement.
Admiral Genji Yoshinaka, RFN (ret.), had the pure white hair his one hundred and twenty-eight
Standard years warranted, but his skin held the finely wrinkled firmness of one who had started on the
antigerone treatments relatively late. His features were of the cast of Old Terra's east Asia, and in fact he
was that rarest of birds in the Rim Federation: a native of the mother planet. He had always been a
master at keeping those features unreadable, and age had not diminished his subtlety.

The other man could hardly have presented a more striking contrast. Fleet Admiral Sean F. X. Remko,
TFN, was still on the active list—although, at one hundred and forty Standard years—he was beginning
to think the unthinkable about retirement), and his bear-like frame was clothed in the Rim Federation
uniform. That uniform was essentially the black-and-silver of the Terran Federation Navy . . . but the
TFN of seven and a half Standard decades ago, forgoing the changes in style that had since overtaken
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the parent service—a sartorial eccentricity fraught with political meaning. Similarly, the beard that had
been fashionable among male TFN officers then still adorned a face that reflected more ethnic strains than
just the ones his name suggested, for Remko was a product of the melting-pot slums of New Detroit, and
his bass voice still held harsh residues of an accent that conferred no great prestige.

"All right," Miriam said with the breezy informality that came naturally to her, and which she could permit
herself in this company. She sat down at the head of the table. "I declare the trustees of the person and
estate of Fleet Admiral [an Trevayne in session. Thank you both for coming. If there's no objection, I'd
like to dispense with the usual financial report. Instead, I've called this special meeting to discuss the latest
medical evaluation I've received from Dr. Mendez and his team."

Instantly, the two men took on a look of focused alertness.

"We haven't seen this evaluation, Miriam," said Yoshinaka carefully. Remko emitted a confirmatory
rumble.

"I know, and I'm sorry I haven't had time to make it available to you in advance. But I felt we should
meet without delay." She paused with the unconsciously dramatic instinct of a veteran politician. "You
see, it appears that we may be able to discharge the trust's primary purpose in five Standard years."

They stared at her with the incredulity of long-deferred and often-disappointed hope.

"Let me review the basic problem," she hurried on, while they were still speechless. "Essentially, it is as
Dr. Yuan explained to us before his death fifteen years ago, except that since then, advances in medical
technology—about which you can read the details later—have now raised the chances of him surviving
the thawing process to about eighty-five percent."

Yoshinaka cleared his throat. "Well, Miriam, this is certainly encouraging news. Thawing him out, as you
put it, from the cryogenic bath Dr. Yuan used—without the usual elaborate workup—to preserve his life
during the Battle of Zapata has always been half of the problem. Buton/y half."

"Right," Remko nodded. "Even if the thawing does succeed, it just brings us back to the reason Dr.
Yuan froze him solid in the first place: the battle damage that he took at Zapata!"

"Yes." Yoshinaka nodded, and began to itemize. "Extensive radiation damage, especially to the lower
body. Spine severed just below the fifth vertebra. Not to mention the effects of extreme anoxia,
concussion . .." Yoshinaka trailed off miserably as he saw the look on Remko's face, and belatedly
remembered what the man under discussion had meant to the burly admiral.

But Remko surprised him. He brought his expression under control and spoke steadily. "That's right.
And to all that, you have to add the damage done by the quick-freeze itself. Not that I'm criticizing Dr.
Yuan, mind you. It was all he could do. But . . ." He made a baffled gesture.

"Yes," Miriam acknowledged. "Dr. Mendez admits that even today the procedure would be risky in the
extreme. Even if he survived it, the chances are that he would suffer permanent impairment—especially in
light of the radiation damage, which the freezing did nothing for."

"Well, then, we're back where we started," declared Remko.

"Not altogether. What Dr. Mendez is proposing is that we avoid the risks by not even attempting to
salvage this body."
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Yoshinaka was the first to grasp it. "Cloning?" he breathed.

"The crucial point," Miriam replied obliquely, "is that Dr. Yuan didn'tentirely forgo the workup to
cryogenic freezing. He couldn't omit it for the brain tissue, given the potential for really irreparable
damage. So he did a crash job. And Dr. Mendez has been able to confirm that the brain itself is
essentially undamaged."

"Just a moment, Miriam," Yoshinaka interrupted. "I think I see where this is heading. And while I'm
certainly no expert, [ am aware that selective cloning and force-growing of organs and tissue is almost
routine by now. I also have no doubt of the ability of Dr. Mendez's people to graft a 'bridge’ into a
severed spinal cord, and to make the necessary neural connections. But we're talking about alot of
replacements, each one carrying a potential for rejection or other failure. So we're still faced with the
mathematics of cumulative risk."

"Actually, Genji, you don't quite see it. We're not talking about a bunch of transplants, but only one: the
brain itself. Granted, it's a highly—indeed, uniquely—complex transplant. But Dr. Mendez is confident he
and his people can do it."

The two men stared at her. For once, it was Remko who spoke first.

"A ...afull-body clone?" His voice held a succession of emotions: incredulity rising to horrified
realization and then to revulsion.

"Miriam," Yoshinaka said sternly, "we all want this. But you, of all people, should know the law on the
subject of human clones: they are legal persons, with all the rights pertaining thereto. In fact, this very
legal principle provided the incentive to develop the technology of selective body-part cloning. To use a
clone of oneself as a . . . a source of spare parts is as illegal—and, I might add, as morally leprous—as
using one's child for such a purpose. And if this is true of chopping organs out of such a clone one by
one, it must apply equally to taking the brain out of it and putting another one in!"

"I don't know anything about legalities," Remko growled. "But I do know the admiral wouldn't want to
have anything to do with this!" Whenever Remko saidthe admiral in that particular tone of voice, there
was no doubt in anyone's mind which admiral he meant. "It's ghoulish! He'd rather be . . . the way he is
now." He gestured vaguely toward the city, in the direction of the medical center whose subbasement
held an obscenely coffinlike tank, perennially filmed with frost.

"Of course I'm aware of the legal precedents," Miriam said evenly. "With all due modesty, I must claim a
better knowledge of them than either of you. And I also know how he would react to what you think I'm
suggesting. Actually, I think I can claim a better knowledge ofthat as well."

That silenced them. They had only been Ian Trevayne's friends and comrades in arms. Miriam Ortega
had been his lover.

"In fact," she continued, "when Dr. Mendez broached the idea, I raised all the objections you've thought
of—and also a few you haven't—in the strongest possible language." Both her listeners knew whatthat
could mean in Miriam Ortega's case. "He hastened to assure me that what he was offering was a way
around these very difficulties. He believes that by a special application of the techniques used to produce
individual organs—a kind of 'reverse engineering—his team can produce a full body cloneminus one
organ: in this case, the brain.
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"The clone would be effectively anencephalic—incapable of any higher brain functions. In effect, it would
be born 'brain dead.' Now, for a very long time—I'd have to look it up to tell you just exactly how long,
but certainly reaching back to the dawn of the Space Age, before the discovery of warp points—the
definition of 'death' has been legally settled. In those days, you see, it had become possible to artificially
keep a human body 'alive’ by the traditional definition—a heartbeat and a pulse—after the brain function
had irrevocably ceased. So the definitions had to change. A brainless clone will be legally dead, and
therefore will have no rights. It will be kept in that state while it is brought to maturation—a process
which can be accelerated by a factor of four, which is why I mentioned the figure of five years. That's
how long it will take to grow the clone to the physiological age of eighteen to twenty, while keeping it
exercised with the same techniques used for other forms of long-term life support, to prevent muscular
deterioration. At that point, we transplant the brain."

"So," said Yoshinaka slowly, "his fiftyish mind will wake up inside a twenty-year-old body."

"Hisown twenty-year-old body," Miriam said firmly. "That's what makes Dr. Mendez so confident of his
ability to perform the transplant."

"But . .. Well, as I said before, I'm no expert. But I seem to recall reading somewhere that if a clone is
produced from postembryonic cells—cells taken from an adult, that is—then the clone's cells may 'wear
out' faster, resulting in premature aging."

"Oh, yes; that problem has been recognized since the early days of cloning, more than five centuries ago.
But today we have the antigerone treatments to counteract it."

"All right. You and Dr. Mendez have obviously thought this through. And just as obviously, youbelieve
you have thought through the legal repercussions." Yoshinaka held up a hand as the chief justice started
to speak. "Yes, I know. It's your field. But hear me out. I don't doubt you're right in principle. But are
you sure your desire for this to happen isn't clouding your judgment about whether this will really stand up
to a legal challenge? There may be a revulsion from it on ethical grounds, whatever the law may say. As
Sean said earlier, there's something about the whole idea that seems—"

"Ghoulish," Remko repeated, but with less vehemence than before.

"Yes. And you should know, Miriam, that when people want badly enough for the law to produce a
certain result, they can usually find a way to make it do so."

"Of course. I know all about the 'court of public opinion.' And I'mcounting on it!" For the first time, she
flashed the expressive smile that had never lost its power to transfigure her face. "Have you forgotten
who it is we're talking about? And what he means to the people of the Rim Federation? If you need a
reminder, just go to that window over there and look down at the second column out front, beside
Prescott's."

This silenced them. Of course they hadn't forgotten. How could they?

Eight decades before, in the darkest days of the Terran Federation's terminal civil war, Yoshinaka had
been Vice Admiral lan Trevayne's chief of staff and Remko his flag captain. They had helped him lead his
task force through the rebelling Fringe World systems to Zephrain, gateway to the still-loyal Rim systems.
There, he had forged a legend as well as a military dynamo that had taken the last resources of the Fringe
Worlds' new "Terran Republic" to finally batter to a halt in the bloodbath of Zapata—blood that had
included Trevayne's own. But his sacrifice had saved the Rim for the Terran Federation.
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The Federation to which it still stoutly insists it belongs, Miriam reflected.Even while calling itself
the "Rim Federation." And while notbelonging to the Pan-Sentient Union into which the Terran
Federation has now amalgamated.

Go figure, as Mother would have said.

Oh, well, I ought to be grateful that humans insist on complicating their lives into tangles. If they
didn't, we lawyers would have to find honest work.

"When the public understands that there's finally a chance to revive him, to have the legend walking
among them again," she told her fellow trustees, "they'll be solidly behind it. I doubt if any legal challenges
will even be raised. If they are, they won't succeed—even though I will of course have to recuse myself if
the question reaches the Supreme Judicial Court."

"You're probably right," Yoshinaka conceded. "So we can't avoid facing the question of whetherwere
behind it. Whatever the law may say, you can't deny that there are ethical issues here. And . . . possibly
emotional issues," he added, meeting her eyes unflinchingly.

"I assure you that all of that has occurred to me. And I am compelled to say that if/ can deal with those
'emotional issues,' the two of you should certainly be able to." They made no attempt to answer the
unanswerable. "As for the ethical issues . . . maybe [have talked myself into rationalizing them away. But
do you really believe we'll ever have a better chance than this? We've waited seventy-five years now,
hoping for some 'silver bullet' that will allow him to come back to us unscathed and unaltered, with no
messy ambiguities. Well, we're all old enough—and more than old enough!—to know that life almost
never works out in such a way as to spare us hard choices. Now life has lived down to expectations . . .
and I for one am prepared to make the choice." She took a deep breath. "We three go back too far to
need any formal procedure. You know how I stand. But . . ." She raised her right hand. "Well?"

After a moment, Yoshinaka raised his. After a longer moment, so did Remko.
So it was decided. And so the project was put in rotation, and continued for five years.

The sun shone in the crystalline blue sky of Old Terra's Mediterranean Sea, so brilliant that he
must squint against it.

But even in that dazzlement, he could make out the chestnut-haired little girl of four, standing on
the beach up ahead and waving to him.

"Courtenay!" he called, and began to run toward her.

But then it happened, as it always did.

The Mediterranean sun swelled and bloated into an all-consuming glare into which the little girl
vanished—just as she, and her infant sister, Ludmilla, and their mother, Natalya, had vanished
into the fusion fires the rebels had ignited over the civilian housing areas of the Jamieson
Archipelago on Galloway's World.

He screamed . . .

But all at once, it was gone. And realization came crashing back. He was in the Zapata system, in the
midst of the long-awaited battle. The rebels (he wouldrof call them the "Terran Republic") had finally
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turned on his fleet as it advanced along the warp lines to reestablish contact between the Rim and the rest
of the still-loyal Federation. Li Han—he had no doubt as to the rebel commander's identity—had already
sprung a couple of nasty tactical and technological surprises on him. But he hadn't let self-reproach
paralyze him. He had just ordered Sean Remko to take the cruiser screen in and hit the rebel carriers
while their fighters were still rearming after a first strike that had drawn more blood than it should have.
Then he had sent Genji Yoshinaka on an errand to the flagship's intelligence center, just as the rebels'
incoming strategic bombardment missiles had begun to appear on the sensors . . . and then the universe
had abruptly turned to noise and concussion . . .

Yes. He must have lost consciousness . . . but surely not for long, as he had no sensation of time having
passed.

All these recollections came to him so swiftly that they had flashed through his mind before his eyes
opened. Then he saw he was not on the flag bridge of TFNSHoratio Nelson .

Other realizations came crowding in. He was lying on his back, and around the periphery of vision—his
head seemed to be secured somehow—he could see medical equipment.

So they've taken me to sick bay, he thought. But even as he thought it, he realized something else: there
was none of the noise of a warship of space engaged in battle. There wasn't even the barely audible
vibratory hum of the drive.Am I deaf? he wondered with sudden alarm.

Then people began to enter his field of vision, led by a doctor. He didn't recognize the man—he certainly
wasn't Dr. Yuan,Nelson 's chief medical officer. He was a much younger man . . . and he seemed to be
in a civilian lab coat.

He opened his mouth to speak, but only a dry rasp came.Must have been out for a while after all , he
thought. He swallowed painfully, licked his lips, and tried again.

"Doctor," he croaked, "send for Commodore Yoshinaka. It is imperative that I receive an update at
once."

As he heard himself speak, it occurred to him that he had just proven he hadn't been deafened.So where
are the sounds I ought to be hearing? He thrust the thought away.First things first. He tried to rise.
He found he was completely unable to move. His body was, indeed, secured. And it seemed incredibly
weak. And, beyond that, there seemed something . . . odd about the way his body felt.

The doctor leaned over him and spoke in an accent he had come to know and love: that of the Xandies,
as the people of Xanadu, Zephrain A 11, called themselves. And his face held the mixed blood of that
world. Only . . . as he spoke on, there seemed something just a little bit odd about his speech. Maybe he
came from some out-of-the-way part of the planet. And his firmly professional authoritativeness was
overlaid with something that seemed almost to transcend respect.

"Admiral Trevayne, please relax. You mustn't try to move. I'm Dr. Jamal Mendez, your attending
physician."

"Dr. Yuan—"
"Admiral, Dr. Yuan isn't here. You are not aboard your flagship. Nor are you in the Zapata system. The

battle is over. You're in a hospital on Xanadu, in Prescott." Observing closely, Mendez noticed that the
dark-brown eyes blinked in puzzlement, as though having heard something that wasn't quite right. He
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wondered why. "There are a great many things you will have to adjust to. But rest assured, you are
perfectly safe."

"How . . . how long was I unconscious?"

Dr. Mendez hesitated, then reached a decision. "It is now the year 2524, Standard Terran reckoning.
You have been in a state of cryogenic suspension for just under eighty-one years. The war has been over
for very nearly that long. Now, Admiral, [ want you to . . . Admiral?Admiral? Oh,damn! Nurse—the
sedative. Quick!"

As he slipped down into the ocean of oblivion, Trevayne held onto one thought with the tightness of a
drowning man gripping a piece of driftwood.We won! We must have won. The fact that I'm alive, and
on Xanadu rather than some rebel planet, must mean we won. It must!

But then he could hold on no longer. Unconsciousness reclaimed him.

When he next opened his eyes, they had moved him into a pleasant pastel-shaded recovery room. It had
a window, which evidently faced west. Dust motes drifted through the afternoon sun of Zephrain A. The
binary system's secondary component must be at periastron, for he could make out a tiny orange
more-than-star-but-less-than-sun in the daylight sky.

Well, so much for any lingering doubts about where I am, he thought dryly.

Other sensations began to register. He now lay in a conventional bed, with no restraints save his own
overwhelming weakness. He couldn't sit up, but he could move his arms. In an unconscious,
characteristic gesture, he brought his right hand up to rub his beard.

The skin of his jaw was smooth.

Heh! Haven't feltthatin a while. Wonder why they shaved me?With another unconscious
gesture—one of perplexity—he moved his hand to his forehead and ran it backward, to smooth what
was left of his hair over his scalp.

His palm encountered a full thatch of short but very thick hair.
For a space, he simply felt that hair.

As a native of chronically overcrowded Old Terra, he hadn't gotten access to the antigerone treatments
until middle age. By then, male-pattern baldness had begun to do its work. That could be reversed by
genetic retroviruses . . . but he had never done so, regarding it as just a higher-technology way than
toupees for vain middle-aged men to make jackasses of themselves. Instead, he had contented himself
with the traditional compensation of growing a beard—which, fortuitously, had been currently
fashionable. But now . . .

For what possible reason would they have done it?he wondered, continuing to feel that inexplicable
hair. After a while, the effort of keeping his arm up was too much, and he lowered his hand.

As he did, he noticed the back of that hand. Something seemed odd. The veins didn't look as prominent
as he remembered, and the flesh looked firmer, and the knuckles less wrinkled.

He held the hand out so the back was flat. With the thumb and forefinger of his other hand, he pinched


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

the skin covering a knuckle. It snapped instantly back into smoothness.

He lay for a time, thinking very hard.

He was still thinking when the door opened and several people entered, with Dr. Mendez in the lead and
other medical people behind him. But they parted to let a woman through: a woman with all the typical
indicia of advanced age on long-term antigerone therapy.

But that was the only thing about her that was typical. There was no mistaking that face... that vivid,
unique face with its combination of high cheekbones and strongly curved nose and marvelously
expressive mouth that now formed the smile that was like no one else's . . .

"No," he heard himself whisper.

Miriam Ortega walked to the side of the bed and kissed him on the forehead with infinite gentleness.

"Welcome back, lan," she said softly.

Chapter Two
Bug-Eyed Monsters

Toshi Springer paged through the images she'd just downloaded from the main telescope. "How's that
coffee coming, David?"

The other grad student looked up from the antiquated old machine. "A watched pot never drips." He
poured their cups and came back to his workstation. "You'll like this. My dad sent it along with the latest
inquiry as to how my thesis was coming along."

Her eyebrows rose as she sipped. "This tastes like Hina coffee from Terranova."

Her friend smiled. "It is. Enjoy." In the dim, quiet hours at Philonea University's astronomy labs, when
the downloads came in it was sometimes hard to stay alert and coffee was the drug of choice for most
students and researchers.

She sipped again, savoring. "He can't be that upset with you if he's sending you good coffee."

David Nanmin smiled, a little twistedly. "He and my mom are still trying to convince me that if [ want to
'do' astronomy then I shouldn't still be stuck doing real-time observation and that I'd bewonderful in the
more lucrative 'warp-line studies.' That's why they send something as luxurious as that coffee, to make a
point. My aunt Mai just told me that I'd make more money writing e-greeting cards."

She nodded. "Yup. And they don't realize that not only is every student who can connect the dots
crowding warp research fields, you and I and the other telescope geeks just can't—or don't want
to—wrap our heads around that particular brand."

Since all travel between star systems was by the warp lines discovered hundreds of years ago and
allowing travel time to drop to days or weeks instead of years or centuries, "real sky" astronomy had
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been relegated to the university equivalent of the study of leeching as a viable medical treatment. The
t-geeks would counter that argument with the one that people still needed to study stars that no one had
found warp points to yet, among other things. This didn't give them any more status, however, and the
tendency of some professors to get vehement about it made some people think of the tgeeks as raving
loons.

It was the sort of thing that grad students in the bowels of "Fort Telescope"—as people referred to the
building—fulminated on in the wee hours of the morning. Even with telescope platforms in the mid to
outer Bellerophon System, people still ended up sitting in the offices in the middle of the night because of
computer schedules, giving everyone plenty of time to think among the dusty old holograms of
Bellerophon and other star systems surrounding it.

He reached out and held her hand. "You getting a hard time from your folks?"
"Not so bad. The problem is my unit."

"Yeah." His voice took on the fruity tones of a video announcement. "The Few, the Arrogant, the
Weekend Warriors of the Reserve . . . present company excepted, of course. Do any of them even
realize that if you want to get into Survey, this gives you an edge?"

Behind them, one of the old computers, flat-screen Orion-made, hiccupped and rebooted. Then the next
one down the line did the same.

"My commanders understand. They know that you still need this as a solid foundation for Survey
navigation. David, you're being a little hard on the guys. I mean Lieutenant McGee and Sergeant De
Vega arenot idiots."

He snorted. "Yes. I admit, that they're fine, and so is Katya, but the rest of them? Just because they
haven't seen what a real war looks like doesn't make them experts in anything and it doesn't give them the
right to swan around and sneer at you, because you're a t-geek and the best damned navigator they've
got."

She just didn't know how much he felt for her. People could look down their noses at him but let them
glance sideways ather and he wanted to rip their heads off. Her unit wasn't any different from the bulk of
the reserves. They were maintained at full strength, not only through Terran space but through all the
allied races.

The problem was that the most action that the reserves saw was on the practice range and in the old
in-system training ships. Toshi's mother had fought the Tangri in the last war and her father had been
chasing those pirates—more likely New Horde—before they married, so she'd grown up in a military
family.More than some of these middle-class idiots who think they're wolves because they have the
uniform on. David himself was a scholarship brat who'd won every award available, but he had the Red
Lake quarter burr underlying his "midsea" accent, and an attitude to match.

It was proving to be a more dangerous universe than anyone had thought. Though only the Bugs had
proven intractable when it came to negotiation, and since they tended to just devour any meat source
without caring whether it could talk, they'd been ruthlessly squashed.

The bigger problem was the races that had the idea that losing the last war was just a fluke. Like the
Tangri, for instance. They just could not see anyone else as anything but cattle, and kept trying to prove
it. Of course every raid that a New Horde, supposedly a splinter group not controlled by their home
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world government, made had always been waved away as not a central-world responsibility. The last
time, about fifteen years ago, they'd been smacked down pretty thoroughly by Fleet Admiral Remko. All
good reasons to have not only the military on its toes but the reserves as well.

Of course, if you had forces at strength and full reserves but very little fighting going on then the soldiers
tended to get weird ideas of what war was.

Toshi smiled at David. "They think that each and every one of them is the new incarnation of 'lan the
Great' or a clone of 'Li Han, Terror of the Spaceways.""

David covered his face with his hand, setting his cup down to wave the other at her. "You watch some
of the kitschiest shows."

"And you aren't a fan ofKhan the Merciless ?"

He reeled back in his chair, both hands over his heart. "I'm hit! A palpable hit!"

She laughed, as he'd intended. "That'll show you." She set her empty cup down. "We should get back to
this. There's another download coming up soon and we need to get this checked and cleared for the
professor, first thing."

"Sure."

They turned back to their workstations just as they both rebooted again. They glanced over at each
other. "Both of them going down together?" David said.

"Let me. . .." Toshi trailed off as she began checking her system. "It seems to have overloaded."
"Mine too. Maybe we have a nova coming in?"

"Or something like it. I'm dropping in more filters." The signal took twenty minutes to get out to the
distant telescope arrays; another twenty for the new download to come back.

"Look at this." Toshi indicated the glaringly bright point washing out the upper right-hand quadrant of the
screen. "That's not a nova."

David scratched his head. "It's a flare of some kind, but what could cause that?"

She stared at the screen. "Well. I don't recognize it as a natural phenomenon . . . not coming out of Bufo
like that."

"To be honest, I don't recognize it as anything I've seen before either."
"Weird idea I have, David."

"Yeah?"

She glanced sideways at him. "Could it be artificial?"

He stared at her. "Artificial?" For a long moment they looked at each other. Then he turned to his
workstation. "No. It couldn't be. It's the wrong frequency for that nutbar hobbyist with his model rockets
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who was ruining all the downloads a few years ago. Besides, the police shut him down as a danger to
in-system traffic. See?" He pointed out the comparison screens he'd pulled up. She started pulling up the
last series on her own screen. "There's no obvious motion showing between the two arrays, so it has to
be outside the system, whatever it is."

She looked up at David. "It's no frequencywe would use." He turned away from his workstation, to
stare at her as she continued. "It's too steady to be a weapon flare—there's no maneuvers scheduled for
another three weeks."

"Why don't I bring up the spectrogram? Maybe that will tell us what it is. It could be a minor flare-up out
of Bufo, there's always something happening in that nebula."

"Ifit's in the nebula it can't be artificial."
"Well, nothing could deal with the radiation."

"Right. But it's a hell of a lot further out than in-system, because it's on both downloads." She tried
another couple of tests. "There's a parallax though, that puts the flare about . . . half a light year or so
out."

They stared at the spectrum on her screen. "Toshi. That's . . . what the hellis that?"
She exhaled softly. "It's a drive flare."

"A what?" he asked with an uncomprehending look. Then the puzzlement cleared from his face, to be
replaced by incredulity. "You mean . . . are you saying . . . areaction drive?"

"Yes," she said softly.

"The hell it is," he said flatly. "Nobody's ever . . . And besides, it's not the same spectrum. There," he
said as she pulled up another spectrogram. "It's not the same at all."

"Yes, it is." She pulled the pattern all the way to the violet end of the scale where it matched the
downloaded image perfectly. "It's blue-shifted."

"Do we wake the professor?"

She clutched the edge of the desk. "Get him out of bed! If it's blue-shifted that means whatever it is, is
coming here!"

"Professor! Professor Gerard! Question! Professor!" The media hounds swarmed the old lecture hall,
bringing more excitement to the university since the North Tower burned down. They were ranked in the
first rows of the seats, rising away from the dais with its ranked dignitaries for the press conference. The
seats reserved for the military were empty as the reporters tried to get the jump on their competitors by
starting things early. "Professor, is it true that another alien species has been disco—" "Professor Gerard,
can you comment on—" "Chancellor—" "Professor Duane, your colleague believes—"

The chancellor, who had been trying to get some quiet, turned up the gain on her microphone until the
feedback squeal cut through the avalanche of questions. Into the ringing silence after she'd cut it back,
she said. "Thank you. Thank you, genteels." Her eye skimmed over the newsies, where it was caught by
the folded tight ears and pained expressions on the faces of the sole Orion news crew in the room. Least
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Claw Showaath'sekakhu-jahr, and her team were all mavericks as far as Orion was concerned.

It had taken the Khan's attention himself to get her into the journalism training at all and that had been on
Yowl, the first Alliance jointly settled world, hardly a prestigious school. The journalist was shorter than
most females, her pelt a glossy, aristocratic sable with striking bright tawny gold flashes from her nose up
either side of her head. She was the only surviving child of Great Claw Meerheeowa'rehfrak, and when
she'd decided that professional curiosity was a virtue her father had publicly supported her. Of course,
the human media had been fascinated with her and at least one pundit speculated that an Orion
journalist—if she hadn't been so visible—would make an excellent spy for the Khanate. But that very
visibility was, in part, her safety from those kinds of charges.

She, like her home planet, was outré enough that they often fixed the attention of the Terran media,
especially since the Federation had an eye to promoting its own success stories.

Her crew were brown or golden-pelted, her camera-male a brindle, whose harness proclaimed his
status as considerably higher than a simple minion. He tended to hover.Bodyguard, Toshi thought from
where she stood next to David, behind the professors, the chancellor and the board of directors.
Showaath and her crew were the only aliens in the hall, next to the mechanical feeds. The infection of
human journalism was slow to spread.

It had been complete coincidence that she was even on Bellerophon, at the shipyards, covering the
Orion deal for a new class of merchant ship and the emergency refit of an Orion carrier, when this had
come up.

Toshi and David stood behind the dignitaries, him in his gray suit with the worn elbows, her in her full
dress blacks—she'd had to run over to the apartment to grab them when the press conference was
called. It had already been made very clear since last night that she was no longer a reservist. Everyone
was already being called into active duty. It wasn't as though anyoneexpected the new aliens to be
hostile, but it was certainly better to be prepared.

It bothered her that they both had to be there. The next downloads were coming in and that would give
them more data. She checked the link in her ear—nothing useful yet. She didn't want to be standing here
while suits discussed what to do with . . . Her thoughts ground to a halt as the door opened and the Fleet
Admiral Waldeck himself and his staff entered and took places on the dais.He always did know how to
make an entrance. The crowd of journalists murmured into their mics or directed bumble-cams higher,
but showed admirable restraint, for once. That could have been because of Waldeck's presence. Even
though he was all of 132, he still carried himself ramrod straight. Some of these very newsies used the
term "martinet" when referring to him, but only the most extreme. Despite his white hair he was fit, though
he carried the Waldeck beefiness.

"He hath a hungry look," David leaned over to whisper in her ear.

"Yes. 'But he is not lean and I fear him not,' " she misquoted back at him. "Shut up, someone might pick
us up." She hid her smile behind her hand, before brushing it away over her chin as if scratching an itch. A
staffer leaned over and handed Waldeck something and she just caught the discreet glance at Showaath.
Nose plugs for his allergy. If she tried to get an in-depth story he didn't want to be sneezing all over her.
Of course his antipathy for Orions was known if not, as he would put it, "bandied about" and Showaath
was surely aware of it as well.

"Genteels," the chancellor said again, using the latest, squeakiest new, fashionable term for a group of
mixed beings. "Thank you for being here on such short notice."
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Professor Duane looked like hell, but then so did they all. It had been two days of intense analysis,
calling in Professor Gerard and his students before they were sure enough of the data to inform the
university. It had meant that no one went home and everyone even grudged the time for brief ablutions in
the change-rooms off the gym. That and eating a lot of takeout. All other projects the telescope arrays
had been booked for had been dropped and every extrasystemic platform had been brought to bear on
the distant drive flares.

The chancellor had called Waldeck the same hour, not only getting through, but getting him out of bed,
once she'd reassured herself that her particular set of weirdoes hadn't just gone off half-cocked.

"Thank you for coming, First of all, I would like to formally announce that, two days ago, Professor
Duane's team detected a photon drive flare coming out of the Bufo Nebula." She held up her hand as the
hubbub threatened to begin again. Toshi suppressed a smile to herself at hearing herself and David
referred to as a "team."Makes us sound more legitimate and better funded. "We are certain that the
flares—and I use the plural quite deliberately, are decelerating a number of sublight ships. How many, we
cannot yet estimate."

"They are approximately point zero five light years away and, from the observations, appear to be three
months away at the rate they are decelerating. At this point I will turn the floor over to Fleet Admiral
Waldeck."

"Thank you, Chancellor Davenport."
". .. we will be calling in the fleet as a precautionary measure."

"Damned straight you will." First Space Lord Li Han of the Terran Republic Navy was not in the habit of
addressing her media console in such tones. She rose from the chair by the window more abruptly than
she'd intended. Like so many abrupt motions these days, it had a disagreeable way of reminding her of
her 123 Standard years, even more than the pure white hair she saw in her mirror. It could have been
worse, though. Here on Bowditch, the moon of Beaufort that served as the Terran Republic's capital, the
gravity was only 0.5 standard Terran G—considerably less than half that of her native Hangchow. Her
enjoyment of the sensation worried her, even though she knew it shouldn't. As far back as she could
remember, people had been warning her that she was in chronic danger of becoming a bore on the
subject of her own imagined inadequacies and unworthiness.

She dismissed the thought and considered Cyrus Waldeck instead. If she knew the Rim Federation
Navy admiral, he would do everything necessary to make sure that people felt safe and not inclined to do
anything rash.

"Query? Action required?" The unit's dulcet tones were reminiscent of an ancient entertainment program.

"Yes, unit off." It shut itself off, cutting off Waldeck's description of his intentions regarding the new
aliens.

Li didn't indulge in the practice of naming the control system in her office, though her secretary did
address it so. Peeves? Jeeves? Something like that. It seemed an immoderation.

She was not in the habit of saying "why now?" or "why me?" either. Things would happen as they would
and she had no intention of applying a petty desire to inconvenience her to an insensate universe, though if
she remembered correctly her grandfather on New Tibet had insisted that if anything the universe was
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actually working toward a benevolence of some kind.

She allowed herself a grin at the recollection. With advancing age, she found herself remembering him
more and more, in a kind of rediscovery. Her family on Hangchow hadn't exactly emphasized that
element of her ancestry—not too surprising, considering the history of Chinese-Tibetan relations on Old
Terra, at least as far back as the eighth century when the Tibetan Empire (every dog has his day, as the
saying goes) had cut Tang Dynasty China off from its central Asian provinces and the horses and
horsemen that went with them, and set its decline in motion.

The thought of horses brought her back to her earlier glum reflections, for no reason other than a
nickname—a stupid nickname, inasmuch as the Tangri didn't really resemble horses in the least. Be that
as it might, the Horse Heads were at it again and they weren't going to stop no matter what. And then
there was the "ReNurturers" lobby group. They'd formed as a response to the faction arguing the
necessity of wiping out the Horse Heads completely. "The Tangri Problem" they called it. It was
something that Li herself had considered and was still considering with less and less reluctance. It was the
old capital-punishment argument.7/at particular murderer isn't going to kill anyone else. How could she,
in good conscience weigh the continuing deaths of her own—and she had to consider all Allied species
her own on some level—against the genocide of another species?

It was the thought of genocide that made the ReNurturers' argument compelling. Foster Tangri young to
other races. Have them raised outside their own culture. Retain everything possible of their culture but
excise the rabid xenophobia. That raised a whole nest of other problems. For example, who would ever
agree to parent such children in the first place? And on and on.

Wouldn't it be less paternalistic to just apply the Final Solution to the whole mess? It was a resolution
less dangerous to Terrans in the long run. Shehated pirates with a vengeance and the source of that
piracy was the New Hordes. Li tried hard not to hate, but in this case found it impossible. It was vileness.
It was evil. If someone—and she didn't care what shape that someone had—if someone was prepared to
hurt you, to kill you or your children, your family, then they'd stepped outside of the definition of sentient
and placed themselves in the realm of monster. They'd made the choice to become monsters and thus
had lost the argument that they did not deserve the treatment meted out to fiends.

And now there was a whole new problem landing on her desk out of Bellerophon dragging everyone's
attention away.

Her eyes strayed to the night sky outside the window and sought the great purplish-blue globe of
Beaufort—the birthplace of Fiona MacTaggart, whose murder had ignited the Fringe Revolution. She
spared the always-inspiring sight a moment's reflection, then sat down at her desk, manually pulling up the
files she'd been studying.

No doubt about it, it's a colossus. A beautiful colossus, if you're into that kind of firepower.Of
course the purists and Orions would make the arguments for smaller ships, preferably fighters. And of
course the disadvantages of reaction drives were too obvious for discussion. In terms of sheer speed and
strength, however . . .

It could be necessary that they have something on the same order of size the next time the Horse Heads
came boiling out of their space. She massaged her temples.And we'll have to see how many of these

ships we need if the new aliens prove hostile.

Genji Yoshinaka had put this moment off as long as possible.
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It hadn't been hard to delay the inevitable. First, there had been the long period of physical therapy. Dr.
Mendez and his team had knitted Ian Trevayne's new body and his brain together with consummate skill.
Indeed, their work had been beyond criticism. But fine-tuning those links into the smoothly functioning
gestalt of old had taken time. Overlapping with that had been an intensive reeducation covering eight
Standard decades of history and all the social and technological changes that implied even in this era
when lengthened life spans had moderated the pace of change. So there had been little or no opportunity
for sightseeing.

But the inevitable cannot be delayed forever, which is why it is called the inevitable. Now Trevayne
stood on the grounds of Government House, staring aghast at the statue-crowned column flanking
Andrew Prescott's, while Yoshinaka shriveled with embarrassment.

"Itried to talk them out of it," he finally wailed, breaking the silence.

Trevayne didn't hear him. He was in a temporary state of shock, seeing nothing but the pedestal of the
column, with its carved inscription in quotation marks. Finally, he turned to Yoshinaka with anet zu,
Brute? look.

"You actually let them—".

"ltold them you never said that!" Yoshinaka protested. "But they wouldn't listen. Somehow, everyone
had become firmly convinced that at the Second Battle of Zephrain, when the Republicans—therebels , 1
meant to say—were first detected entering this system, you sent it out as a signal to the fleet. I told them
over and over that they were confusing you with Admiral Togo, at the Battle of Tsushima."

"Lord Nelson, at the Battle of Trafalgar," Trevayne corrected automatically. "Togo stole it from him."

"All right, all right! I'm not going to get intotAat old argument again. And—" a flash of uncharacteristic
acerbity "—it's your own fault, you know, for naming your flagship after your hero Horatio Nelson.
Somebody must have looked him up in history, and unearthed that signal to the fleet, and associated it
with you, and . . . well, one thing just led to another."

Trevayne didn't argue, for he had turned back to the column with its inscribed "quotation." He shook his
head slowly.

" '"Terra expects that every man will do his duty,' " he recited numbly. "Sothat's what I'm remembered
for nowadays!" He shook his head again. "Bloody hell!"

"Not just for that," said Yoshinaka with renewed gentleness, smiling inwardly at those last two words, so
quintessentially Trevayne. At that moment, there was no question in his mind, on any level, as to who this
man really was.

Such certainty didn't always come easily.

Granted, the long-legged, six-foot-three body that held Ian Trevayne's mind was recognizably his—as it
must have appeared when he had been in the Academy. His clean-shaven face was less weathered than
the fifty-odd-year-old version Yoshinaka remembered so well. But by now he had spent enough time
outside for the rays of Zephrain A to have brought out some color, in collaboration with the genes
bequeathed by a late-twentieth-century Jamaican immigrant to England. His dark coloring was the only
visible sign of that legacy, for his features were those of northwestern Europe—but they hadn't settled
into harshness, nor his voice into roughness. And of course he had all his brown-black hair.
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And yet he didn'tmove like a youth of twenty. Oh, there was none of the advancing stiffness of middle
age. But neither was there any of the residual awkwardness of postadolescence. Once the brain had
meshed its gears with the body, the reflexes taught by five decades of experience had taken control of
those supple young muscles and joints. The effect was subtle, but odd. So was the fact that the clear,
youthful voice spoke as an experienced and mature man speaks. Likewise, the young face was set in
lines that were not young—the lines of a man who knows who he is, in a way no young man can know.

Also, there was the matter of clothes. In his capacity as governor-general of the Rim, an office to which
he had appointed himself after creating it, Trevayne had always indulged his flair for understatedly elegant
civilian attire—one of the many unexpected facets of his personality. But now, his fashion sense
hopelessly adrift after eight decades of dizzying change in styles, he had put himself in the hands of a
tailor. The tailor had been unable to mentally edit out his legendary patron's youthful appearance, and
Trevayne now unwittingly projected a look that, while hardly "flashy," was certainly not in keeping with
his old sartorial persona.

It all added to the difficulty of knowing just how to react to him. The absence of his beard didn't help
either.

Trevayne himself was thinking of that beard at that moment, and he unconsciously rubbed his smooth
jaw as he gazed up at the bronze statue surmounting the column. He knew everyone had been expecting
him to grow it back. He hadn't, for two reasons. One was apprehension that it would probably come out
as the thin, patchy horror that was all most college boys could achieve. The other was that during his long
cryogenic sleep beards had passed into the realm of the old-fashioned, verging on archaic. People who
had known him in his previous life found it surprising that that concerned him—but on a certain level it
did. Cultivating an image of crusty conservatism was one thing, but he'd be damned and roasting in hell
before he'd appearquaint.

He shook himself. "Well, it can't be helped now, can it? There's nothing more futile than trying to correct
legend. After a while, one comes to the realization that the windmill is winning. Let's go and—"

"Admiral!"

"Sean!" Trevayne turned with a smile toward the broad steps leading up to Government House's
colonnaded fagade, between the two projecting wings. Sean Remko, trailed by a bevy of staffers, was
descending. He advanced with a smile of his own, as the staffers hung back with a mixture of awe and
curiosity, not unmixed with a sense of incongruity at the deference with which Fleet Admiral Remko,
something of a legend himself at a hundred and forty-five Standard years, addressed a man who looked
like a college student with expensive tastes in clothes.

But then, they had never clawed their way up out of the New Detroit slums by sheer guts and ability, and
finally met a commanding officer who genuinely didn't give a damn how they talked . . .

"I've been meaning to come see you, Admiral," he rumbled. Trevayne made no demur at the title; he
reallywas a fleet admiral, carried on the Rim Federation's inactive list for the last eighty years by special

act of Parliament. "But there's a crisis on, and—"

"Think nothing of it, Sean. Unlike some of us, you're still on the active list, and your duties have to come
first. Besides, | haven't exactly been very accessible myself lately. So much to learn—"

"And so much money to decide how to spend!" Remko grinned in his now almost all-white beard. (Age
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had not diminished his lifelong indifference to fashion.)

Trevayne winced with something resembling embarrassment. As a member of one of the Terran
Federation Navy's centuries-old "dynasties" of career officers, he had always been financially upper
middle class—comfortable but not wealthy. But the same act of Parliament which had kept his
quick-frozen self on a full tax-exempt pension had also made his life support the charge of a grateful Rim
government. So for eighty years he had had no expenses and an income which his trustees had invested
very wisely. Not the least of the surprises awaiting him had been the fact that he, individually, was a
major economic force in the Rim Federation.

Of course, the Rim Federation itself had been an even greater surprise. . . .
"Yes," he heard himself saying. "And so many changes. So manypolitical changes . . ."

Remko understood, with the perceptiveness that no one ever expected. But then the inarticulateness that
everyonedid expect closed over him as always.

"Well, you know . . ." He gave a vague gesture that somehow encompassed the Rim systems, connected
to the Terran Federation only by a single warp chain running through the Republic, now open only by
grace of the treaty that had ended the rebellion, despite the heroic best efforts of lan Trevayne to blast it
open. "I suppose . . . well, it sort of had to be this way. Especially what with . . . well, you know, the
Pan-Sentient Union."

"Yes, I suppose so," Trevayne replied absently. It was strange. The proposed amalgamation of the
Terran Federation with the Khanate of Orion had been the proximate cause of the Fringe Worlds'
secession, and formation of the "Terran Republic." So arguably the Pan-Sentient Union of today was
what he, Trevayne, had been fighting for all along.

So,he asked himself, not for the first time,why don't I feel like it was?

Of course, I'm evidently not the only one who feels that way. His lips quirked upward at the thought
of the Rim Federation, which considered itself part of the Terran Federation—complete with a figurehead
governor-general appointed from Terra—butnot part of the Pan-Sentient Union to which the Terran
Federation belonged.l/t would take a lawyer to figure that one out , he thought.

A lawyer like Miriam . . .
He shied away from the thought.

"Yes," he said briskly. "In some ways, the Terran Republic had been theleast difficult thing for me to
accept." He smiled at Yoshinaka. "I know, Genji-san: you've been valiantly trying to remember to call
them 'the rebels' out of deference to my feelings. But that isn't necessary anymore. I can't waste this . . .
second life that's been granted to me, fighting a war that ended eighty years ago. And, to be honest, I
was always able to understand the Fringe Worlds' grievances." He gave another smile, at the sight of his
two old subordinates' expressions. "Oh, of course I could never publicly admit that I did, in those days.
In fact, I couldn't even admit it to myself. Not after . . ." He could go no further, and he no longer saw his
listeners. They understood. They knew he was seeing the wife and daughters who had died at the rebels'
hands . . . and, worse, the son who had died at his own hands after joining the rebellion.

They wondered if he had accepted the existence of the Terran Republic as fully as he claimed. He
himself wondered the same thing.
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"So, Sean," he said, changing the subject to everyone's relief, "what brings you to Government House? I
believe you mentioned a 'crisis.' "

"That might have been a little too strong. But . . . [ know you've had a lot on your mind, so you may not
have heard about sighting in the Bellerophon System."

"Actually, I have. I've tried to keep abreast of current events while catching up on eighty years of old
news. [ haven't always succeeded, mind you. But this was hard to miss. A fleet ofsublight interstellar
ships .. .!"

"Yes," Yoshinaka chimed in. "Using photon drives, according to the scientific consensus. That's a first,
even though it's been a theoretical possibility for some time."

Trevayne nodded. The photon-drive concept involved the total conversion of mass to propulsive energy
with near-total efficiency. The process was not controllable enough to be used as a power source that
would revolutionize the economy, but it was the ultimate reaction drive. Only . . . nobody had used
reaction drives since the invention of inertia-canceling drive fields which, in addition to their sundry
advantages in the areas of maneuverability and survivability, required energy but no reaction mass.
Granted, such reactionless drives had a upper limit on the velocity they could attain: 11.7 percent ¢ for a
long time, later increased incrementally, and now upped to about 50 percent ¢ under certain
circumstances by the new "phased gravitic drive" he had been avidly reading about. It was called the
"Desai Drive," he had been delighted to read, recalling his old subordinate Sonja Desai—a brilliant
woman, if not exactly a "people person."

Reaction drives—Iloosely, "rockets"—could in theory accelerate up to the very edge of Einstein's Wall,
given enough time and reaction mass. But that was their sole advantage. And when the warp points that
made interstellar travel practical were separated by merely interplanetary distances, who needed that
kind of velocity?

The answer, it now appeared, was: someone who didn't know about warp points but had a compelling
reason for wanting to cross interstellar space.

"Then you may have also heard," Remko continued, "that we're sending a task force to Bellerophon. Just
a precautionary measure, of course, and just to make sure there's an impressive Rim Federation presence
there when whoever-it-is arrives, so there'll be no doubt about who Bellerophon belongs to. For the
same reason they want me, as senior officer of the Rim Navy, to command it." Remko's embarrassment
had built up visibly, and now it spilled over as he blurted, "They ought to have putyou in command,
Admiral! Imean . .. afterall...."

"Oh, rot, Sean! I'm not even on active duty. And I'm still desperately trying to catch up on eighty years
of advances in military technology. And besides . . ." Trevayne gestured eloquently at the midshipman's
body he wore.

"Your legal age is a hundred and thirty-one Standard years, Admiral," Yoshinaka pointed out
mischievously.

"And you used to accuseme of having a strange sense of humor!" Trevayne snorted. "But all nonsense
aside, Sean, I envy you. You'll be present at our first contact with a newly discovered race."

"Right. And," Remko added in his invincibly prosaic way, "it'll be good to see Cyrus Waldeck again.
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He's in command at Bellerophon, you see, and I'll be assuming command from him when I . . . Admiral,
are you all right?"

"Quite all right, Sean," Trevayne gasped as he brought his coughing fit under control. "Ah . . . did I
understand you to say, 'Cyrus Waldeck'?"

"Sure. You remember him, don't you? Well, after the war, he went back to the Federation . . . the
Terran Federation, I mean. But now he's on detached duty with the Rim Navy. Confidentially, he told
me he likes it out here better than in the Pan-Sentient Union, with all those Orion officers. He never could
quite get used to them . . . and besides, he's allergic to their fur."

"Yes," Trevayne deadpanned, "I can see how that might impose a certain social handicap. And yes, of
course | remember him. He was your flag captain at Zapata." Only a short while ago, in Trevayne's
memory. "But now I gather he . . . has no problems about serving here in the Rim, under you?"

"Oh, no." Remko looked mildly puzzled. "He really likes the people out here; I think he looks on them as
a bunch of Fringers who stayed loyal to the Federation. And as for us . . ." Remko chuckled and
unconsciously paraphrased a pre-space Terran politician. "He may be a Corporate Worlder, but he'sour
Corporate Worlder!"

"I see," said Trevayne as those fresh—to him—memories came crowding back in.

Cyrus Waldeck belonged to a family of magnates whose insensate greed had played a leading role in
driving the Fringe Worlds into desperate rebellion. Trevayne had recognized his competence, but had
indulged in just a little unworthy chuckling at the thought of him serving under someone with Sean
Remko's background. And, as he had hoped, they had succeeded in turning their mutual loathing
outward, turning on the rebels the hatred that Navy discipline had prevented them from releasing any
other way.

1 always thought personal issues were more stubborn than political ones,he thought bleakly.But
evidently even loathing and hatred can be worn away by the slow erosion of eight decades. . . .
Decades that never existed for me. I can only stare at what seem to be sudden changes in the
landscape.

"Well, Sean," he said aloud, "I'm glad the whole business has worked out so well for both of you. And
don't mind me. It seems everyone I used to know is either dead or changed. Only to be expected, of
course." His eyes strayed to Government House, but only for a moment. His face cleared and he
extended his hand. "Good luck, Sean. And give Cyrus my best."

Chapter Three
"They're all insane."

The roar of explosions filled the command deck of theHurusankham until the communications officer
unfroze and told the computer to cut off the sound, the mental equivalent of a lunge for an off switch. The
appalled silence in the control center that followed was a stark contrast to the sheer violence of the
images flooding the main screens. Ankaht stood back and controlled herself with an effort. (Shock, calm
through will.) The captain, Nefarat, of the First Wave Flagship, sat without motion, even in his lesser
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tentacles. (Calculation/aggression.) The low-level belligerent response was so much a part of him that it
almost didn't bear commenting on, but she wondered at the Council choosing him as captain. It was less
puzzling when one considered that he and the senior admiral were very alike, both well respected
Destoshaz , the warriors. "Senior Admiral to the bridge," he said quietly, his words passed on from the
command nexus in his control niche.

The lighting was brighter and bluer than human eyes would have found comfortable, and the
predominantly yellow light flaring and blasting from the screens looked washed out.

Communications Officer Yegire (Distress, fear.), who had never expected to encounter alien
communications, had her hands up over her face as if she could shut out the hideous images flooding in
from the planets they had hoped to make a new Ardu (Comfort embodied.) A new home. She had been
cycling through to contact theBuvastash whenthat excrescence had exploded on the screens, freezing
everyone in their places.

The commander second had his emotions well in claw but his skin tone was chalky yellow-flecked red.
All of the control crew were so frozen that even the under-flow of emotion, these/narm, was dampened,
the equivalent of an emotional whisper.

On the screen, tiny ships flew over the planet below and ugly clouds marked where nuclear strikes
bloomed, clustered in horrible precision. The ships fought each other and larger vessels, and monsters
stood and spoke and waved what looked like normal arms save they lacked tentacles and some lacked
claws. The digits were disgustingly stiff. Almost all of them had fleshy appendages upon their heads that
tended not to move much, and not one of the monstrosities blowing each other up seemed to have more
than two eyes.

Some were the varying browns and beiges of diseased skin; some were completely coated with fur.
There seemed to be a scattering of patches of fur on various places on most of these monsters. The ones
coated with fur like yihrt had fangs as long as that extinct predator, others were birdlike with what looked
like proper feathers, like gigantic flixits. A full cluster of odd things sat around a desk? A table?

The door hissed open quietly, the only announcement that the senior admiral had arrived. Torhok
relieved the captain from the command niche with his (Assumption of command.) and the
(Acknowledgement, relief to a superior.) response. He was medium size forDestoshaz, compact and
solid as a shield generator, his skin smooth gold. And his attitude always set Ankaht's tentacles into a
knot. He did littlematsokah , or "training of the soul," and hissulhaji was not the "true seeing" or "true
vision" that she perceived. All in all, there was no goodnarmata between them. She set her mouth
grinders together firmly and clamped down on her emotion. It was no time to spread ill will and discord
through these/narm .

"Yegire," (Firm support.) Admiral Torhok spoke more gently than his usual harsh style as he sat down in
the command niche, trying to bring his communications officer out of her shock. ""What are these things
saying? Are they communicating at all?"

"Sir, there is only noise. (Distress dampened, emphatic.) There is nothing on these/narm frequency.
They're like machines, sir."

"[lludor's Nightmares." The admiral didn't look around as someone whispered it (Revulsion, sinking
despair.), but his attention snapped like a thunderclap, enough to make Ankaht flinch back.
(ATTENTION.) "We are not first-borns. We have countless lives behind us and we will act
accordingly!" (Implacability.) "We are, by Illudor's will, Dispersed by Sekahmant and as reflections of the
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Mind of Illudor, we Remember." He turned his chair slowly. "I am assuming that the other ships of the
fleet have been picking that up"—he nodded at the screens where two things with various colors of fur on
their heads sat behind a barrier of some kind, making yapping noises at each other—"and that panic will
be spreading" (Calm, controlled will to defend.) Yegire, set up a conference in one hour with all ships
captains and their councils that we may consult and act innarmata under Illudor's eye."

(Relief and relinquishment of control.) flowed from most of the bridge. Ankaht, as eldest
Sleeper-Wakened, let only a trickle of (Reserve.) out as part of the narmata. She disliked the way the
latest ship generation resigned their self-control to the officers, often without thinking. It was a
diminishment of the race, a lessening of potentialkolodah for every individual as far as she was concerned
and it made her uncomfortable to be in the flow of the ship generations. Theirnarmata were limited and
harsh in a way that grated on her nerves.

"Yes, Senior Admiral. Within the hour."

He turned his attention to Ankaht. "Eldest, if you would gather your fellows and give us the benefit of
your (Suppressed resentment.) knowledge?" Though he was known by othershaxzhu as a Warrior
commander, he himself had no memories of past wars and commands held.f, by Illudor, there was no
one else but "Us," then why choose a War Leader as senior admiral of the First Fleet? But now,
obviously, there is more than "Us." And someone must have had a thought that perhaps we
would find something that required an aggressive response.

She was better at reducing her unintended emotions than he was, even though biologically they were of
an age. Hershaxzhutok and planetary experience gave her an advantage that he could not even begin to
swim. (Soothing deference.) "Of course, Senior Admiral."

k %k ok

A full ship's day later, the awakened sleepers all sat quietly in the darkened gathering room, swimming in
theirnarmata . They had been in hibernation as generations had borne incarnation inside the ships,
growing more and more distant from theirsiaxzhu of the planet born. They were also aware of the
pressure of the disincarnate, waiting for the race to expand onto a planetary surface once more. On the
flagship, though there were only 452shaxzhu, it was still easier for smaller clusters to meet before
bringing the consensus together in the full cluster that would gather shortly.

Ankaht had set the light in the gathering room to just past sunset and before Sekahmant-rise, the dimness
lending itself to calm reflection. She sat in the cluster of deliberation with the others of her immediate
collect, their tentacled fingers interlaced to better facilitatenarmata . For all that the room was a perfect
miniature copy of any gathering room at home, she was acutely conscious of the differences that made it
clear they were not home and never would be again.

The artworks that representedsu/haji , there to remind everyone thatholodah was ultimately attainable
for every individual, on the planet would have been more that just holograms, meant to be touched and
shotan if the discussion grew too heated. It was an acceptable way to break cluster when emotions ran
high, to contemplate an artwork. Here, if someone needed to letnarmata settle both in themselves and
the group, they could only look at the works and not touch. There was no weight to them, no heft more
than the weight of a photon, and she missed it.

The hiss and sigh of ventilation and the faint smell that was like nothing but the most sealed of
environments was a constant low-level irritation that she had to brace herself against, and the minute
vibration in the air, even in a ship this size marked the monstrous faint thunder of the drive. She pitied the
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first generation who'd had to raise children knowing nothing but this, and praised their disincarnate selves.
They would surely be the first in line to be born when the new-planet generations began. Unless these
aliens stopped them from settling.

The newly awakened had been spending more of their waking hours in each other's company rather than
with the ship generations, despite their best attempts. Both Ankaht and Thutmus, ashaxzu with many
lives in common with her, had counseled that they were there to connect the oldnarmata with the new,
but they'd all found the new generations very hard to be with, save two. Neferek and Silar, both of the
tall, bright variant, found the Shiplings more comfortable than their peers out of sleep. Their presence was
a simmering thread of discord innarmata , the sharpness of spoiled fermentation in a sweet soup.

Ankaht reminded herself of this firmly, sending tendrils of (Openness, acceptance.) in their direction, as
fully capable of controlling her dislike of them as she was of the senior admiral. She was fairly sure that
none of those who upset her knew that they did./t is my duty to the race to ensure narmata. It is our
survival and the future incarnation of those who wait and our hope ofholodah. She drew comfort
from the other-flow of contact, the solid clench of tentacles on either side of her. Thutmus was as dark as
she was, calm enough even in the face of this disaster that his central eye was closed.

Hathrok, on her other side, was as bright as soul as he was cool and Ankaht was happy that she had
them both.

"Clearly, we are not the only Reflection of Illudor," Thutmus said quietly. (Reasonable reflection.) "We
have had the obvious held under our eyes." He clicked his claws decisively, without disengaging the
cluster.

"Not so!" Neferek closed even her central eye. (Rejection, rejection, negation.) "We have no proof that
these things are even intelligent!" (Betrayal, rejection, anger.)

Thenarmata in the room was clearly against her, but she continued swimming against it. "They are not.
Perhaps there were People once and these are their semi-intelligent pets? (Hope?) We've been watching
these things for days now and there is no sign of consciousse/narm ! Nothing but meaningless noise, like
a flixit!" There was a tiny wave of grief for lost pets, for there had been deemed no room for even things
as small as flixits. Ankaht felt a small pang of loss for the song hers had sung.

It was not as if the animals of home were lost, after all, they just could not be alive and awake in the
ships. They existed only as viable embryos frozen in the gene banks in each ship waiting for the New
Home. In the few weeks she'd been awake, Ankaht had had far too many dreams of being frozen in the
banks, but awake and not able to let anyone know she was conscious, no one able to hear her distress
for some reason. As reasonable as all dreams were, of course, unless they wereshaxzhu memories
coming back. Before the recollection of her dreams could spread byse/narm and contaminatenarmata ,
she shook herself mentally. (Agreement one, Uncertainty twelve, Disagreement twenty.)

"Clearly they are intelligent or they could not create new technology . . . that is obvious from some of the
images. We think that we are beginning to recognize extra-se/narmindicators like the gestures. Perhaps
theirse/narm is olfactory or on another frequency," Ankaht said firmly. "Illudor's Mind is bigger than we
credited." (Wonder, joy, fear, apprehension.)

"These things kill each other in their thousands," Silar said. (Closed to reason, obdurate.) "They clearly
do not communicate properly. And it is clear that they arbitrarily choose a species to disincarnate, groups
against groups. [lludor would not think of such hideous creatures." (Fanaticism.)
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"That is yet to be determined." (Reason in the face of ignorance.) Hathrok, as impulsive as ever,
snapped. "It is kind of you to let us know the Mind of Illudor since you obviously have a personal
connection!" (Cont—)

(—Calm.) Ankaht cut in. "We cannot bicker amongst ourselves." (Reasonable judgment, continuing.)

Neferek shut down her flow ofse/narm to a trickle. (Offended, slighted.) "Y ou cannot deny that these
creatures have killed at least two entire races from what we've seen and seem to repeat the story of how
they did it many times, casting it out into the universe. They smashed planets together to destroy a race."

(Silent terror.)
(Stillness before a predator.)

(Defensive rage.) The room was filled with the click and rustle of claws against each other and that of
their neighbors. The cluster looked like an anemone of defensive claws as the ancient reflexes seized
them.

"Yes." (Uncertainty.) Ankaht said pulling her hands down gently, bringing the defensive ring down with
them. "But we may simply be misunderstanding them. We do not want a repeat of the mob action that
happened in the time of Harrok the All Encompassing. Several of us were there and couldn't stop it."

A suppressed shudder as she reminded them of that life, that atrocity. It had all been a manipulation by
the First of Warriors, a time of fire and blood when many were sent disincarnate for all the wrong
reasons.

(Openness, Curiosity tempered with caution.) "We cannot assume anything."
(Agreement 30, reserve 2, disagreement 2.)

Senior Admiral Torhok was sick of listening to his advisors tell him that he should be more cautious, less
aggressive. These things were a clear danger to the race. They killed and seemed to celebrate it. Part of
the noise in the transmissions was music if one could call it that, and there was enough congruity that one
could almost pick upselnarm from it. It seemed to glorify the planet smashing. The genocide.

He didn't take his hands out of the palm rests of his niche, only clicking his main claws gently against the
buttons to show his restraint. He'd been in that recess far more than anyone had thought he'd be, since
everyone had thought that Illudor would, of course, have thought of a suitable new home for the race
who reflected Him, having just driven them out of Home.

The First Wave was his responsibility, every one of the twenty-six ships. And all the subsequent Waves
right up until the radiation and shock wave had killed the last Wave that had failed to outrun the stellar
explosion. They would have had to be up close to the speed of light to have a chance of the shielding
working and they hadn't had time. It had been dust almost more than the radiation, moving at near light
speed and in high concentrations that had killed the last three million who had tried to flee.

There were some disincarnate who would undoubtedly remember the Crippling, when the planet itself
evaporated and the last ships were caught and overwhelmed by the expanding star. These/narm had
transmitted the shock wave of the dying, giving them all nightmare proof that the frequency of that sense
lay beyond the speed of light.Se/narm ing another death was often uncomfortable, but not particularly
shocking. Often enough, one would be tired of a lengthy life and the death would come as a minor relief.
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In this case it was the enormous amount of death felt that sent the entire remaining race reeling for weeks.
The Sleepers were spared that and the ingrained memory of that, when the race as a whole became a
defensive cluster and it was his job to see that that cluster survived.

It had been the scientists of that generation who had gotten the bugs out of transmittingse/narm between
ships without requiring massive trauma. And it allowed communication that was faster than light.

He tapped with his fore-claw, which brought up the latest analysis on his command screen.At least
whatever happens to us, all the rest will selnarm. They might not know details but they will be
prepared for whatever happens.

These monsters—he refused to think of them in any other way—obviously had some way of traveling
between stars that wasn't Myrtakian space. Either that or they could create ships out of nothing, which
seemed even unlikelier. This was also an explanation for the sheer number of physical types—different
species apparently. All of whom showed no signs ofse/narm , and displayed consistently violent,
genocidal behaviors. In his thought, that made things easy. They were all monsters and threats to the race.

The soft chime at Sean's desk caught him just as he was tabbing up his pants. It chimed again as he
cleaned his hands and he called, "Remko here," over his shoulder.

"Sir, we're coming up on sensor range of the alien fleet."
"I'll be on the bridge in a moment."
"Yessir."

As he straightened his tunic, his mouth twitched at an irrelevant thought.None of the vid heroes ever
seem to get caught in the head. That was more the thought of his younger self, and a sure sign of the
stress he was under, the stress they were all under.The fleet was heading out to intercept and that meant
far more time in regular space than anyone was used to. It was one thing to spend hours or days between
warp points but quite another to be heading out into the immensity, the vastness that was Newtonian
space, to contact a new alien race. Which was another whole can of worms.

The effect was also doing so in force. Every tin can that was armed and could be called spaceworthy
was part of what the media were calling "Greeting Fleet." There were a full dozen SMTS, fifteen DDs, a
handful of antique battlecruisers and even the Orion CV, that Showaath had been reporting on had been
rushed back into space. A solid group of politicians were screaming that sending out a fleet armed to the
teeth was hardly a gesture of goodwill and fellowship. One small faction was even promoting sending a
single drone broadcasting, "We come in Peace," and other arrant nonsense in all the sentient languages
currently known.

Thank God that people with more military sense quashed that idea, Sean thought. We've been
fighting interstellar wars for hundreds of years and people want to go out to meet someone who
could be a carnivore—wearing a steak suit with a sprig of parsley in the lapel. He came onto the
flag bridge moving briskly, but not rushing; no need to make anyone nervous by looking harried. He
moved to take the command chair from Captain Gilford. TheHaida was a missile-heavy SMT, meant to
stand off and pound an enemy from long outside the range of known energy weapons. In the fleet he also
had theWilliamsburg, theNunavut,andDallas, all designed to wait out the missile exchanges and close
to energy range, if necessary. All of which, he hoped, would be unnecessary. But no one knew what
they'd be facing.
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It was all different somehow; having someone coming at you from directions that you couldn't predict,
like having the whole sky suddenly becoming a closed warp point. These aliens were approaching space
travel a whole different way, which pointed to a whole different attitude from everyone else. They were
willing to plow through regular space over thousands of years to travel between stars, and could come
fromanywhere— which the journalists seemed to have mercifully stayed away from.Thank God. The
last thing we need is all twenty three million souls on Bellerophon imagining another Bug invasion
coming from unpredictable directions. As he settled into the chair, he made a mental note to himself to
spend more time training because the short jaunt had left his heart rate up.Not good, even if I am
almost halfway through my second hundred. Of course, I have other reasons than mere exercise
to elevate my pulse.

"Admiral on the bridge."
"At ease. What do we have, Nora?"

Nora Thompson, a lieutenant new enough that she nearly squeaked, adjusted the image on her screen
minutely. "We're just at the edge of the range, Sir. I'll have it clearer in a moment. . . ." He settled back
into the command chair as she tinkered with her sensors. " . . . Ah. Here, Sir." For all her youth, she was
one of the best, practically making her sensors purr.

"I have Admiral Waldeck for you, sir," Jorge Miezaki, his com officer, spoke quietly.
"Good, pipe him through."
"Yessir."

Waldeck was on his own flag bridge aboard theAntietam , another of the missile-heavy supermonitors
that the Rim favored, and Sean could almost imagine the lean patrician form intent on the information
finally coming clear in the tank.

"Admiral Remko, are you getting this?" Waldeck's voice was clipped, blunt to the point of rudeness, as
usual. For an instant Sean was transported back to when Cyrus was his flag captain and while still doing
everything brilliantly, managing the Waldeck sneer down his nose at the Rim accents around him. He
shifted one shoulder minutely, the ghost of a shrug, as he thrust that ancient feeling of irritation that the
Corporate World drawl still sometimes brought up.

The image Lieutenant Thompson was calling up sprang up in the tank and everyone stared, though they
tried to focus on their own duty stations. Where the usual display showed various colored points of light,
with the distances between them vastly reduced to allow showing the whole thing in one image, this time
the alien ships showed appreciable disks. "Magnifying," Thompson said quietly. She brought up one of
the alien ships.

"Yes. Yes, Cyrus, I'm seeing them." Sean's voice was an atypical monotone as he gazed at the image,
realizing what he was looking at. It was almost worse when Thompson brought up a schematic of an
SMT to give the proper scale.

"Jah love us." The whisper came from Ensign Perry over at fire control. Privately Sean agreed with her.
It was a monster.

"Smallest ship, Sir, is twelve kilometers long." Thompson's voice shook as she read out the figures.
"Twelve kilometers."
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"Sean." Waldeck's voice stumbled only slightly before he continued. "Admiral." He was shocked enough
that he was retreating to formality and Sean was just as glad. He was having a hard enough time keeping
his own face impassive.

"Yes, Cyrus." He took a breath and pulled himself back in iron control.

"I do not believe this is a social call, not with twenty-six ships this size. Unless these aliens are giants and
they need ships that size—which is extremely unlikely—there are thousands of aliens on them."

"T agree. A bit much for just a hello, but we can't assume they're going to arrive guns blazing."

"I must however advise extreme caution, Sean. The largest is . . . over four hundred billion tons."
Sean's lips pursed in a soundless whistle./ hope to God they aren't here to start another war. "lt's
your job to be cautious, Cyrus. I hope you're wrong." He turned to his communications officer. "Mr.
Miezaki, anything on any channel?"

Jorge looked up and shook his head, pressing one finger against the skin on the implant over his left
temple in a gesture as old as ear-speakers. "No, Sir. Nothing on any frequency and the computer is

monitoring ranges both above and below everyone's normal hearing."

Sean nodded. "Thank you, Jorge, let me know the moment anything comes through. In the meantime,
start hailing them—"

"Sir! The aliens are launching smaller ships! Fighters?" Thompson's voice rose in a slight question
because the ships being launched were so big. "Multiple launches. I've got seventy-five birds already, sir.
They're the size . . ." She paused for a second. "They're SD sized, sir, and they're reactionless-drive."

"Ms. Marcus, all ships, we need to be stopped relative to them."They have no choice but to come to
us, they are in full deceleration and can't cut their drives. I have to deal with those parasite ships
since they can maneuver against us.

The vast ships came on in the same stately deceleration, unwavering in their arrow-straight course for
Bellerophon, while the smaller ships darted toward the Contact Fleet, like water bugs skittering away
from a ponderous turtle.

"Multiple launches, sir! Smaller ships, about the size of battlecruisers."

Sean snapped out his orders, after the barest hesitation, that no one noticed but him. "Cyrus, pull all
ships back, we don't want to look unnecessarily aggressive. Least Claw Zteeffwiit'gahrnak, ready to

launch your fighters if we need them, on my command."

"Acknowledged," the translator took all the emotion out the Orion commander's response but it was just
as crisp as Cyrus's, and the Contact Fleet slowed and flattened into a loose wall.

"The alien ships are slowing, Senior Admiral. They're spreading out."
Torhok, as little as he felt it, sent (Reassurance.) "It could be the beginning of an attack formation."

Ankaht protested from her observer's station. (Negation.) "Admiral, if | may . . . that's an assumption.
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They are not attacking."
(Anger.) "Yet, Elder. They may be slowing, but they are still coming on."
"Senior Admiral, a communication."

The alien on the screen was a wide individual, wearing what the People believed to be a cloth covering
associated with the genocidal creatures that had control of the armed ships. The creatures that they had
seen destroy races. It spoke and Torhok looked to Senior Communications Technician Nerfiht, who
shook his head and shrugged (Distress, nausea, fear.) "Nose/narm . Nothing but the noise."

"Admiral," Ankaht said quietly. (Calm reason, peaceful harmony.) "They are talking to us, not just
shooting."

(Suppressed contempt.) "I understand that they are attempting communications, Elder. It is, however,
my job to protect the People. We are the first hope. Nothing will stop me from getting them to their New
Home. I amDestoshaz and this is mynarmata. Shaxzhuor not, if you continue to obstruct mysu/haj 1
will assume that you are challengingmatsokah. (Building rage.) I would be loathe (Suppressed lie.) to
lose you in this life, but would manage."

"They are indeed communicating, but it could just as easily be a warn-off." His flow ofse/narm shut
down almost entirely as his rage and fear grew. "That could be an attack formation!"

"Junior Admiral, the squadron is awaiting orders." (Fear.)

"Then let them. We await orders from Senior Admiral Torhok." Junior Admiral Vakelnar let his anger at
his captain flow. The squadron was his responsibility but the larger responsibility were the Home Ships
behind them. He was young for his rank, and hisssaxzhu said he was young in soul, as mostDestoshaz
were and he was horribly afraid for all the people behind him. His ship, theHurusankham , where his
raising circle was, where hisse/narm partner prepared for her ship launch, were horribly vulnerable and
his tender,Rahrahmpaht and her consorts were a thin shield against machinelike monsters.

His tentacles curled into a tight knot on the armrests of his niche as he waited for word from Torhok,
waited to defend the race. He was clenching his grinders, blinking all his eyes more than needed. His
selnarm poured loud, combining with the rest of his bridge crews'. (Fear, rage, anxiety, nausea.) Even as
the People focused on their duties, the air seethed with their fear and confusion, the clicking of claws
angry and unconscious, unnoticed. The air stank of fight-rage and defensiveness.

"Entering extreme sensor range, Junior Admiral."

"Put it up." He and his partner had just spawned in anticipation of Home and the children were in the
raising circle on the Home Ship. It didn't matter that he didn't know his children, that wasn't his job. It
was his job to protect them and all the others new or old spawned. He swallowed as the alien ship
appeared on-screen—a killer ship from the broadcasts, he recognized it and had studied what it could
do.

"Admiral! Scanning intensity has decreased dramatically! We're being hit with multiple energy
signatures!" He froze for a terrified instant before exceeding his orders.

"That's targeting scan! Launch missiles! Fire!"
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Chapter Four
"They've fired on us!"

There is an unfortunate principle in human hierarchies, particularly military ones, that people are
promoted not just to their limit of competence but of necessity just past it. Military strategists write
endlessly about disastrous decisions made by officers, both junior and senior and yet, unlike the Orions,
have no real solutions to this problem.

Whether it is a decision based on lack of knowledge, say of monsoon wind patterns leaving an army
slogging unsupplied through the most deadly desert in the known world, orders that sent light cavalry into
the teeth of heavy cannon, or a miscommunication that plunged battlecruisers into combat with
superdreadnoughts, humans tend not to summarily execute the officer in question, preferring to wait for
courts-martial years later. Sometimes—though not often enough from the enlisted point of view, given
that officers like these tend to lead from the rear—the engagement itself does humanity the favor.

For twenty-two days theMontana had been his. Captain James Hajii leaned forward, sweat beading his
forehead and upper lip. Thosethings, whatever they were, were not going to take her away from him.
His ship versus unknown monsters out of deep space. His beautiful ship.

"They're firing on us, sir!"
"I can see that!"

"Captain, our point-defense—" The huge salvo from the alien SDs was massive enough to swamp the
Montana and her sisters' defenses. Captain Hajii, though he had been an exemplary junior officer, was
less certain about his own ability as captain and knew that it showed. He feared his new-minted position
even as he'd accepted it in the rush to get allied forces out to meet the new aliens.Alien threat is what
he'd thought, though everyone was careful not to say any such thing,

He'd been tense as wire and had ordered the active sensors as much to reassure himself that he was
doing something . . .anything, as to gather information. He seized the arms of his chair to brace himself.
The point defenses of theMontana and her sisters,Novalis andTemuchin's were good for a battle group
that hadn't fought together before. With all the skill of their training over the days to interception they
swatted alien missiles out of space but the massive salvo couldn't all be stopped.

TheMontana staggered, as one, then two and three alien missiles, too many for her point defense to
handle, overloaded and tore through her screens, blasting James Hajii's crew. Alarms screamed and blast
doors slammed shut. The ship lurched, a sickening feeling when everyone's life depended on unchanging
stability, wrenching and twisting her into ugliness.

He bit his lip and held his silence for a long moment, feeling the fear twisting in his gut.Montana reeled as
another missile found its way into her vitals and threw people jolting against their shock-frames. "Return
fire!"

In his ear, he could hear Admiral Waldeck, "Captain Hajii! Cease fire! That's a direct order!"

"Sir!" Thompson's voice cut across the flag bridge. "TheMontana 's bringing up active scanners!" Sean
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turned to stare at the tank even as he heard Cyrus's order along the command-link.
"Montana! Shut down! Captain Hajii, passives until further notice!"
"Aliens launching missiles, sir."

"Defensive fire only, Cyrus!" Sean snapped. "Fall back, Defensive formation—Abel 2." Even as his
orders rang out to pull his ships back, theMontana , followed byNovalis and theTemuchin carried the
fight to the aliens.

"Hits on theMontana , sir. She's firing—sir, they're firing back."

"Pull back, all units, disengage!" Sean could feel the whole engagement slipping out of his hands in a way
that no one could have anticipated. They might still cool things down, make contact. It was possible.

The attempted peaceful contact unraveled like wet paper.

"Support Junior Admiral Vakelnar," Torhok snapped and the defense squadrons fromAhknemakseht
andRahmehk launched missiles.Thank Illudor that the "Others" heresy had us building "obstacle
removal" missiles or we'd have nothing with which to defend ourselves against these . . .genocidal
ghouls.

Ankaht closed all three eyes to shut out what was happening, clamping down hard on her (Rage,
dismay, outrage.), though herse/narm was lost in the reaction of theDestoshaz. This is all incorrect ,
she thought before being caught up in the flow ofse/narm of the whole First Fleet, in defense of the Race.

"Pull back! Pull back from those sublight monsters!" Sean leaned forward and realized his mistake as all
of the alien fleet attacked. The Behemoths opened fire as well and he'd have to consider them targets,
though their salvos weren't anywhere near the weight of fire from the SDs. Individually they didn't seem
to have much, given their size, but when they added their fire the total amount of ordnance was
staggering.

"Sir, those missiles . .." The scan-tech's voice only faltered a moment. ". . .approximately thirty-four
hundred, Sir . . . I'll have more accurate numbers . . .ah, thirty-four hundred three hundred eighteen, Sir."

If there was one thing that Sean Remko was not, it was incompetent. Certain people never find their
limits, not in a single life, anyway. "Belay that last order. Engage. All units engage." If he wanted to save
anyone out of this mess, they'd have to fight them to a ... not a standstill. The sublight ships would keep
coming whether they were in one piece or not.

Hostile.He had to think not only of all the people in his fleet, but all of Bellerophon, the twenty-three
million people on that planet and the rest of the arm behind. The Behemoths wouldn't be able to transit
warp points, but the tenders were small enough to. Even if they hadn't figured warp technology, whatever
they were, they weren't stupid.

All this had only taken a moment's thought, his orders continued smoothly. "Least Claw, launch your
fighters, pick your targets."

"Acknowledged, Shaaann Remmmko, they will feel our fangs." Even the flattening effect of the translator
couldn't mask the Orion's fight-rage.
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"Sir, the missiles seem to be SBMs but they're not as heavy—not as light as an HBM, though."

The weight of the missiles wasn't the problem; it was their sheer number. A second and a third launch
equal to the first roared out from the alien ships. Eye-searing radiation bloomed silently in space as the
alien missiles were destroyed, or clawed and raged and died against the Contact Fleet's screens. But as
efficient as those defenses and screens were, they couldn't stop all those missiles, and icons in Sean's
tank began to flare out.

"Sir, we've lostEt/a . Sir . . . Sir, one of the alien battleships just rammed."
He turned from the tank to stare. "They what?"
"Rammed, Sir."

Waldeck's voice crackled across the command link. "Sean, we can't concentrate on the SDs. The bulk
of those missiles are coming from those Behemoths."

"Yes. Target this one, Cyrus." The icon in the tank began flashing. "Help Zteeffwiit and Captain
MacDonald. We'll cover you on that side. We'll stop them. We have to. Cy, I'll even throw my dirty
socks at them if that's all I have."

"That, my friend, may actually win the day. Acknowledged." There was no hint of what Waldeck was
feeling in the dry-as-dust tone, but Sean knew him well enough that he could hear the unspokenBe
careful . "Helm . . ." He paused a moment, realizing what was about to happen. "Take us in."

Ankaht watched in silent horror (Desperation.) as fire blossomed all around the Home Ships and her
claws clenched and spread. She wasn'tDesfoshaz and found it nearly impossible to separate herself from
theselnarm . Torhok snapped orders quietly as the screen flared and darkened, struggling to compensate
for the violence happening all around them in space. She felt that they were suddenly falling into a fiery pit
that had sprung open before them and could only watch as the battleshipMaatsehnk sacrificed herself to
destroy one of the monster's ships. Theirse/narm thread of absolute dedication to the survival of the
race—to the survival of God— made their deaths bearable. They died too quickly to transmit more than
a flash of pain and that, one that the entire Race was used to. Teaching on that was universal. It was fear
of that pain that slowed one's transition into the state of death and retarded attainment ofiolodah .

"All ships, all ships." Torhok's voice was harsh as a whip-crack. "Home Ships, energy batteries, open
fire!" The massive generation ship's batteries sprang to life as well as their missiles as the alien ships came
into range. Originally meant to defend against unknown threats or Oort objects in the target system,
against Sean's fleet they flared to life with deadly effect.

Only one or two of Ankaht's lives had beenDestoshaz and she found it very hard to access those
memories. She closed her eyes and submerged into these/narm necessary, keeping a kernel of
reservation locked tight against the emotional surges of the Shiplings, theDestoshaz who had never
known anything but space, vacuum, and constant threat. It took all of her training to maintain her
individual thought. She struggled to access her tactical and strategic memories, aided by swimming in the
selnarm of all the others because she had to do something, but forced into the role of the passive
observer.

The alien ships, bigger than the tenders, smaller than the Home Ships, swatted missiles away from
themselves like a swarm of blood-flies. They were moving into a different configuration that she could see
was offensive./n response? Ankaht seethed at her own sensations. (Helplessness, fear, outrage.)7his . . .
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finally one of herDestoshaz lives gave up its memories to her.This was probably all a
miscommunication, like the siege and burning of Tel Mirmarnan. It felt like that disastrous sack of a
city after the war was already over but neither side on the field knew. It felt the same.7his is all wrong.

The alien ships were moving into a split wall that targeted the two nearest the Home Ships, effectively
using their sheer bulk to block energy fire from the majority of the fleet. That kind of tactic obviously
didn't work with missiles but it reduced their effectiveness.

Are they so confident? They are so few against the First Fleet. They cannot hope to stop us.

"Sir, we've lostNovi Berkley ." Thompson's voice was calm, though what they'd just seen had startled
the bridge into silence again. The alien ship had closed to energy range and thoughBerkley had fought
back with her primary beams, cutting into the alien hull like a sword into a charging bull, even dead on its
feet, with its heart pierced, the bull can still kill you.

"They rammed. They didn'teventry to ... try to . . . they just rammed. Sir,7emuchin is reporting
fusion—"

"I see it, Nora." Sean sat back in his chair, making the restraints whine. They worked on the same
principle as the compensators but being such small units they didn't adapt well to sudden motion.

"Ensign Perry, given that we don't know their design, pick your targets—but I would suggest, here." His
light pen indicated an area on the schematic he'd just opened. It was near the collar of the enormous
engines and the eye-searing light of the deceleration flare. Eye-searing despite the best filters, and the
largest numbers of question marks from his analysts like—fue/?—scribbled in the margin of the flimsy.
That particular note still sat on his desk in his ready cabin.

"Captain, pass along the suggestion."
"Aye, Sir."

The ensign didn't look away from her screens, acknowledging automatically as her eye skimmed over
the unfamiliar design.How can he be so calm? They were heading into the thick of it and her fingers
hammered down harder on the keys than absolutely necessary. Her body knew it was going into a fight
and adrenaline overrode the knowledge of required force. Even the most highly trained, on some level,
are when fighting the equivalent of a primate with a rock. But Sean had been fighting for most of his life
and his calm was iron clad. Only he knew how hard it was for him to appear so cool.

As good as the human defense was,Dame Margaret and her sisters were taking damage as they closed.
An alien primary sliced through the flag bridge, and amidst the shrieking alarms human cries mingled and
Lieutenant Thompson silently fell sideways onto the floor, flooding it with blood as it sliced up through her
torso and neck.

That was when Judith Perry fired primaries and the Contact Fleet found out a crucial bit of information
about the aliens' fuel source.

The Arduans had not hauled a source of fuel with them, nor dealt with cumbersome "cumulative" drives.
Deep in layers and layers of shielding and controls, using up 98 percent of the energy it produced just to
control it, was a pinhole-sized black hole, a drive source that was never meant to withstand true combat.
Even at their most "prepared for everything" thinking, the designers of the evacuation ships could not
imagine facing intelligent species in combat, so this hardware that had worked well for almost fourteen
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hundred years failed. In thednkseksumarnat some of the controls on the electron-sized hole vanished
and it simply evaporated.

It was the sun blinking. One hundred seconds of a star's output compressed into one. The
fourteen-kilometer ship just—disappeared along with half a dozen of her own defenders. Remko, the
Dame Margaret, and her crew vanished mid-thought, along with twelve of her sisters. In that one
second one hundred thousand beings died.

Nefrexhat, the sister ship toAnkseksumarnat, was just barely three light seconds away and lasted two
full seconds, just long enough for her engineers to start to react before she blinked out as well, taking all
eighty thousand Arduans aboard quite suddenly into the between life, as well as five of her own SDs.

(Shock, fear, rage, Rage, Rage, Rage.) The wave ofse/narm rolled through the First Fleet turning the
remaining Home Ships into the deadliest of reactions. Torhok, as senior admiral, threw his guidance into
the surge. His officers, as green as they were, were also able to amplify his direction.

Ponderously their formation began to broaden and deepen as the enormous ships widened the light
seconds between them so that they would no longer be a danger to each other, their parasite ships that
remained became a webwork, the instinctive defensive cluster, in space, became almost a flattened
sphere, somewhat like a red blood cell.

Torhok pulled himself further out of thebeserkergang gestalt that the First Fleet had become and turned
to Ankaht with a snarl. "Shaxzhu. Do you honestly think thatzkis is all a misunderstanding? Amistake ?
They've proven how bloodthirsty they are. These vermin would grind half the universe against the other
half to slaughter it. Our new Home is covered with ravening animals who would send the whole Universe
into its next life. I will defend the Race and I will hearnothing from you that is not sensible. No more
pacifistic nonsense in the place of advice!" Without waiting for her response he turned back to the battle
that had turned into an interstellar equivalent of a brass knuckles brawl.

The Arduans had to batter the RFN back to missile range since their big ships were so very vulnerable,
but even as they fought to do so,7Telalamrhat andBuvastash both blinked into miniature suns.

Torhok leaned forward, folding his tentacle clusters together. "All junior ships. Announce targets before
you destroy them. We have the numbers of the small ships. Save the Fleet and you are assured a quick
rebirth. We will celebrate you in your next life,Destoshaz. "

"Pull back." Waldeck's voice was even, as always, but his hands on the arms of the chair were
white-knuckled.Dammit, Sean. His initial shock of grief at losing his friend and all the people in those
ships could only be expressed to himself in that inappropriate and inadequate thought. "Missiles rage, ah,
range." No one even twitched at the Freudian slip.

The RFN didn't have the forces to be able to take out the Behemoths at energy-weapon range and he
wasn't about to order anyone into what was blatantly a suicide mission. And he'd mourn later. His job
now was to make sure that these things didn't make it to Bellerophon and her state-of-the-art shipyards.
We will all have the luxury of mourning, later. I swear.

"Sir, we've lost thirty-eight percent of the Fleet." Flag Captain Hodgson's voice was barely audible.

Then there was a totally unmilitary exclamation from Lieutenant Pearson. "Oh, shit, Sir."

"What is it, Lieutenant?"—barely out of Waldeck's mouth before he saw for himself.
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"Sir..."

The aliens were kamikazeing. All the little ships, and something inside him winced at calling something the
size of an SD "little," targeted and went after the RFN's supermonitors, completely unheeding of their
own survival. He snapped, "All units, evasive action! Zteeffwiit, MacDonald, get your people out of
range," even as ships not designed for close-quarter maneuvers were forced into them in an effort to save
themselves.

The SMs writhed out of range of their attackers, brutally flushing their racks to keep the aliens off. Even
in a battlefield light seconds across it was too close for these kinds of explosions. The aliens were not
perfect in their coordination, targeting multiply redundant attacks on some ships while leaving others, like
Williamsburg ,Antietam, andVicksburg , completely untouched.

For twenty-two days, four hours, two point zero seven seconds, theMontana had been Captain James
Hajii's beautiful ship. And then she was an expanding ball of searing wreckage mixed with the remnants
of the alien ship. Captain Hajji never knew that theMontana's last missile flight had chewed a hole in the
screens of theTurankaton , one of the largest of the Home Ships, and destabilized her drive.

When the sixth alien Behemoth blew up, along with the kamikaze attacks of the smaller parasite ships, it
crippled any hope that Cyrus might have had to actually destroy the rest of what he was now thinking of
as an invasion fleet. In that last stupendous explosion, there came a pause in the battle, a hiccup in the
flow that any good commander seizes control of the moment it becomes apparent. In some cases it is a
shift in advantage.

"All units, disengage. Disengage. Everyone pull back."

The alien commander was also pulling his parasite ships back to their big ships, and the two sides pulled
apart, Cyrus retreating faster than the alien heavies. In this instance neither commander had the weight to
follow up on the enemy's retreat, neither could seize the advantage.

"Analysis! I need all the information I can get!" Waldeck's aristocratic accent was harsh over the flood of
damage reports. Lieutenant Pearson cleared his throat before announcing. "Sir. Sir, we've lost forty-eight

percent of the Contact Fleet. So far."

"The closest warp point and its defenses is Pegasus but they aren't heading anywhere near those
coordinates," Commander Lawrence Nickle offered from his station.

Waldeck nodded thoughtfully as he stared at the tank. The four warp points were scattered almost
equidistant along the ecliptic of the system, but the battle that had just happened was above them all, and
the fourth warp point, Astria, was "below" the whole system slightly.

The reinforcements from further down the line wouldn't be able to get here in time to help them, vid
heroes notwithstanding. They wouldn't be here for months. The planetary forts . . . only defended the
yards themselves. They wouldn't be worth a tinker's damn trying to defend the planet itself.

"Nothing from the aliens, Sir."

"Thank you, Ensign."

The forts at the warp points could not be moved. They were equipped with station-keeping ability and


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

that was about it. What was left of the fleet could, perhaps, defend the inner system if they pulled back all
the way.

The mining in the major asteroid belt had been shut down days ago as a just-in-case, and he frowned,
realizing that even if the last ships in the yards had been anywhere near completion they would have also
been destroyed or hidden.How does one hide something that big? In plain sight. One turns a hull
into an unpowered "asteroid" and hopes to find it again.

But. But. The big ships could obviously not transit warp, but the parasite ships were small enough.7hey
could just spread down the arm while we were holed up here defending the planet. He unbent
enough to pinch the bridge of his nose while he was thinking. A whanging headache was starting up
behind his eyes. It was something he could only relieve in the privacy of his own cabin, if he had the time
to grieve. No one would see him lose control. Not even now. So he ignored it, composing his features.

"We can defend the planet. Or we can hold Astria." His gut twisted in time to the pounding in his head
but he'd never been one to let his emotions get the better of him. Better that he feel it physically. "We
know that other forces are on the way; if we're lucky it will be as little as three months away. We cannot
let these aliens through." It was a bitter, vile thought. He could not defend the twenty-three million citizens
on Bellerophon. The ringing silence from his officers marked their own reactions as they worked it
through and came to the same conclusions.

"All units. Retreat to Astria. Repeat, all units retreat to Astria."

"Sir,Graf Spee reported that she will not be capable of matching speed, but is taking on survivors from
Yasuyoshi Maru andIndefatigable . With repairs she might make it to the yard."

"Acknowledged. Tell Captain Sedore to do what she can and join us at Astria. If not . . ." He paused for
a long moment. "She is to leave the ship with the yard dogs and aid the planetary population as she sees
fit. Her contact will be Commander Elizabeth Van Felsen at the Fleet Base."

"Senior Admiral." Torhok put down his drinking vessel with a carefully controlled click.Finally. The
selnarm was full of the seething frustration of being held back and the willingness to change state, rage
and fear offered freely to theDestoshaz commanders. It was a sweet and wild outpouring into his senses,
echoing his own ecstatic urge to fight, to smash the danger, and he savored it like a fine meal. He was
ready. He'd been ready days ago, but had ordered his officers to rest and care for themselves before the
next—and last—push.

It hadn't taken as long as it could have. When the aliens had begun retreating to a point away from the
inner planets it had only made it clear that it was one of these "transfer" points that apparently led to other
habitable solar systems. Even though the Arduans didn't have that technology, they were already working
trying to reverse engineer it beginning with clues offered by the broadcasts.

The Home Ships hadn't changed their deceleration, except forKungankseht . Her damage was bad
enough that even though they hadn't lost control of the fuel, they were required to divert enough power to
that end that they hadn't been able to decelerate at the same rate. They'd overshoot the target and would
have to work their way back unless things were settled enough here that another ship would be able to
assist, later.

The lesser commander proffered a pad with the numbers blinking steadily downward. "We are within
twelve transfers of clearing the noncombatants fromHurusankham. Alamirinehk will be cleared of all
non-Destoshazin five more andKirru will be ready in one."
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"Excellent. Then we will make this system safe for us all, Huremheb."
"Yes, Sir!"

"Here they come." Lieutenant Commander Huang's voice was soft as she called it and Waldeck nodded.
The human forces had dropped back to the cover of the forts and minefields at the warp point. Even with
fully 53 percent of the original fleet gone, there was a good chance that they'd be able to hold the point.
The aliens had followed, ponderously in the case of the Behemoths, while their fighter SDs had harassed
the human fleet as they fell back.

"They're accelerating, sir, coming in at five point four eight Gs." It was an oddness to speak of
acceleration, which with modern human drives was a nonexistent measurement. But the Behemoths did
not have the reactionless drives their smaller ships had.

"It seems that that is the best speed they have," Huang said.

"Yes, Commander." Waldeck wanted very badly to rub his face but restrained himself. "Our ships are
much faster and tougher. If we're lucky, the Big Mothers will not be able to avoid the mines."

Waldeck's ships were already engaging the Behemoths, hoping to stop them more than three light
seconds out from the forts. If he managed to destroy those monsters they'd take out the forts even as
they died. If the RFN did enough damage to make them leave the point open, that was enough.

Least Claw Zteeffwiit and his battered carrier had retreated, as ordered, to the BR-01 warp point to
support Vice Admiral Erica Krishmahnta who commanded the forces trapped on the other side of it,
ready to head down the line with every bit of information that had been gleaned from the last battle and
whatever could be understood from here.

At least that's one Tabby I could make see sense. The Orion's beloved fighters were all but useless
against the Behemoths and could only engage the battleships and there seemed to be few of those.
Whatever these aliens thought, they certainly built big.

He'd sent Captain Kirby-Hypher and herEldorado through Andromeda with all the information for the
forces there.

"No attempt to communicate at all?" Waldeck turned to his com tech, who shook her head.

"Nothing, sir. There doesn't even seem to be a lot of intership chatter. I've even tried the Bug frequencies
and there's nothing there."

"Keep trying, Ms. Brooker."
"Yes, Sir."

Over the days they'd had for preparation as the aliens slowly changed course and came after them, the
tension had strung tighter and tighter, like a violin bow arching itself the wrong way. The relief to be doing
something other than repairs and trying to recoup losses was palpable. The frantic scrambling aftermath
of the battle had butchered morale as well as ships and crews. Now, they had a chance to hit back, when
Fleet Admiral Waldeck leaned forward slightly and said, "Engage."
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TemuchinandNovalis , now part of Flag Captain Anderson's group, were the first to falter in
coordination and a dozen alien missiles out of the hundreds roaring down on them slammed home.

Waldeck cursed to himself as he saw the alien parasites refusing to engage his supermonitors but
skittering around his formation to attack the forts directly. Kamikaze again. There seemed to be no
attempt to save their own lives at all. No lifeboats.Fort Maenad expanded into a blazing boil of energy
as two SDs rammed home.

Williamsburgand her sisters pounded at a Behemoth as Waldeck began to realize that he couldn't hold
the point after all. The aliens were avoiding the minefields, targeting the immobile forts with a complete
disregard for their own lives. Against that he didn't have the firepower.

"Retreat. All units, retreat." The words were bitter in his mouth but he had to get what was left of the
fleet out of an untenable situation.

"Commander, I'm forced to retreat."

A strange voice answered him. "Commander Stokes here, sir. The LC's dead. Get everyone left out.
We'll cover your a—backs."

"And surrender after, if you can."
"Yes, Sir."

The pounding that theWilliamsburg was taking was enough to start shaking things around him. "Drone
message to Van Felsen. We are being forced to retreat. Offer no resistance to the aliens, Elizabeth.
Surrender, and that's a direct order."

"On the tick, Sir."
"Thank you, Lieutenant."

The RFN forces were falling back, one after the other making transit under the cover of the others, and
just as the last units were pushing through,Ozymandias struck a final lucky blow. Her primary beams
sliced into and through one of the aliens' mobile moons.

That Behemoth actually seemed to stagger as the governors on the pinhole singularity in her belly
vaporized, and under the fading glare of that blast, Williamsburg managed to limp through the warp
point, barely able to make transit, leaving the system undefended. The humans and their allies had
destroyed eight of the most enormous ships they'd ever seen, unknowingly killing almost four million of
the aliens for whom the hady no name.

We lost fifty-eight percent of our force and took out eight percent of theirs, Waldeck thought.4
Pyrrhic defeat.

Chapter Five
"We can't let her get away


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

with this."

In the vast distance between stars, the enormous ships of the Second Fleet diminished to less than
atomic significance, lost against the infinite black. Amunsit, senior admiral for the Second Fleet when it
left Ardu, flexed her claws in the darkness. She had always liked the unrelieved black of outside and
formatted her walls to show nothing but that restful black while she meditated.

Second Fleet had, in effect left on the heels of the first. Their improved drives and shielding, with the
entire world focused on building better ships faster, had enabled them to certainly gain Tau. Indeed, if
they had been aiming at the same target star it was entirely possible that they could almost have
overtaken First Fleet.

But of course it made no sense to choose the same destination and Amunsit, as senior admiral, raised in
a culture focused on nothing but the flight from destruction, had chosen a target that suited her. It was one
of a dozen choices with variations in distance under fifty light years and Second Fleet had set out under
her purposeful tentacle cluster./ remember leaving orbit, the planet below an ochre and muddy blue
ball. The shaxzhuinsisted it was never that color before, describing clear skies and water. They
said that the ruthless stripping of the biosphere had made it that ugly mess. All the more pleasant
to live in orbit, aboard the ships we made.

Against all established protocols, she had been senior admiral then, before she'd altered the political
basis for the Council and had herself put into sleep like theshaxzhu. But unlike them, she was periodically
wakened to take her proper place as senior again. She, not the fewshaxzhu they had left, would be the
stability of the Fleet. For those who could not bear the weight of the interstellar void, there were the
holodah'kri , all loyal to Illudor of course, and her.

This was her fourth awakening and one of the younger admirals had protested her automatic assumption
of senior position.4Actually it is a good sign that Veelahnt challenged me. It shows that the
Anaht'doh Kainathaven't grown weak and complacent. It will also give me a chance to remind
everyone that I know what I'm doing. That I'm strong.

She loved this peaceful time before day cycle began, when the darkness of sleeping minds almost
approached the deep outside the skin of the ship. It was a cleansing time, but a self-indulgence she only
allowed herself occasionally.

From the old stories told byshaxzhu , the people had no real understanding of the vast deep between
stars. The displays onboard made it clear how planet dwellers could get it so wrong. The holo-tank
displays were severely out of scale—focusing inappropriately on the tiny specks of dirt circling the stars.
Any display that fittingly showed the vast distances between mere planets would have to be more than
two leagues long.

She shook her head at that thought and unfolded herself from the niche, stretching her arms and legs and
back carefully./t was such typical shaxzhunonsense, ignoring the real space, to focus on planets.

There was a kink in her lower limb that she paused to work out before she headed out, leaving her cabin
comfortingly dark.

Time to go kill Veelahnt.

"Veelahnt, this is nonsense. We grew up with the knowledge that the senior admiral was coming back.
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You have to withdraw your challenge." (Distress.) Her cluster partner Pahtmuran showed actual physical
discomfort. He was tall and golden and if there was anything he was usually good at it wasselnarm
expression. She sent (Determination. Reassurance.).

"Yes, but where are ourshaxzhu ? Amunsit never allowed them to be revived. Who is to keep us in
touch with who and what we are? Even when we find another Home, without them will we ever have our
souls back? How is she damaging the existence of [lludor by decreeing that she be the only memory of
Home that we have? We can't let her get away with this." (Disgust. Outrage.) Veelahnt sat calmly as she
argued with him, central eye closed. "Besides, it is past time for such arguments. The time for the duel is
here. I would appreciate support rather than fear," she chided him gently. (Love. Irritation.)

(Shame. Acquiescence.) "Of course." (Love. Respect.)

The entire fleet's attention was on the duel. It had been loudly proclaimed and was the latest nine-day
wonder in the monotony of travel. Themaatkah circle was the focus of every transmission. The machine
referee differed from ancient tradition and the only two figures in the room were the combatants.

Both females radiated purpose, both tall, golden-phaseDestoshaz , kneeling opposite each other in the
harsh lighting. These/narm struggle had raged for far longer than anyone expected, with parenting clusters
turning up the filters high to protect the watching youngsters.

(Implacable will.)
(Active opposition.)
(Perfect Conviction.)

(Conviction.) As she felt her lesserse/narm thrust bounce, Veelahnt finally moved. She seized the two
skeerba , one in each hand, leaped upward into (Flying Will), claws flashing, met by Amunsit in mid-air.
One set ofskeerba locked with another, two fanged jaws closing one on the other. The sound of grating
tooth on tooth. Theskeerba flashed free.

(Flying Will) ran into (Razor Wing) and they tumbled, breaking apart, both bleeding. Amunsit's forehead
bled down her face, gory as all head wounds, Veelahnt unable to raise one arm. This match might see the
winner tended by the medics, if not sent to the afterlife, too damaged to easily continue.

They stood, panting, then Veelahnt circled into (Wind Considers) and Amunsit turned slowly (Darkness
Beckons).

(Shadow Dancer) fell into Amunsit's darkness. She leaned away from Veelahnt, turned on one foot. She
moved in a way that no one had ever seen inmaatkah before, a blur of motion where she'd been. (Space
Is) Veelahnt froze, pinned on Amunsit's outstretched left hand, theskeerba driven into her chest so hard
that Amunsit's own claws were sunk into the chest wall.

A sucking noise as the senior admiral pulled her hand free, coated to the elbow in Veelahnt's blood,
releasing a spray of fluid. Veelahnt fell in the crumpled, emptied way of the newly shed body, the
maatkah circle floor already soaking up the shed blood.

Amunsit turned to the cameras, bloody claws and weapons raised. "I am Senior. Do any challenge?"
(Blood-Glee. Determination.)
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In the ringing silence as everyone muffled their emotional outflow, she waited out the traditional time. The
machine chimed. "Duel complete. No new challenges."

(Submission.) From the Fleet.

Amunsit placed herskeerba on the victor's patch on the wall, were they would stay, their image
broadcast continuously on one channel, until she returned to clean them, and left to tidy herself up.
(Satisfaction.) Only barbarians had to make the point of meeting the staft covered in a challenger's blood.

The vast hibernation chambers on thePtahtoranknefer were visible to everyone who cared to look,
mostly clusters of school-aged, being shepherded through by their teachers and mentors.

One could only see the outsides of the chambers of course. No one wished to be on display like a
frozen piece of protein in the food synthesizers. Everyone knew theshaxzhu were here. Their
consciences. They were in the first ranks.

Unlike the First Fleet, a larger proportion of passengers were sleepers, rather than breeding generations.
A decision that Amunsit approved of. There were many more people under proper care and control that
way. It was safer to be hibernating. But she never acknowledged to herself whether it was safer for them
or for her.

She stood in the main gallery, on the care floor rather than the observation gallery, clusters of sleepers
ranged around her like the comb of a hive, the cool hum of machinery making the image stronger. In the
late-night cycle there was almost no one there, save a service tech off in the distance, checking the
systems, a slow, careful rotation of maintenance so that no moment of inattention or neglect should
threaten the race. The light was Sekahmant high, Sun down, all surfaces reflecting the white/murnlight
and stark black. She found it chill and calming.Se/narm was minimal, only the techs awake and the very
distant service crews like the sleeping pulse of the ship.

Her hibernation space was off to the left, darkened now because it was empty, waiting for her to finish
her work this cycle, making sure that her vision for the Race would continue on its well-ordered track.
Cool,murn light enveloped her and she whispered her assurances to ears that could not hear. "You will
be safe. As safe as I can make you. You are Illudor's dreams and I am the guardian at his gate."

It is my sacred trust and it is one I will not fail."l will see you safe."

She could feel the darkness around the Second Fleet, enclosing and protecting it like the walls of a
hibernation pod. Culture frozen in place until it drifted down into a li